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Perceptions of Female Veteran Military Sexual Trauma Survivors: 
A Phenomenological Study 
Military sexual trauma (MST) occurs at devastating rates to service members, by 
service members, and is widely misunderstood, qualitatively understudied, and reporting 
may be procedurally biased. The purpose of this study was to phenomenologically 
explore the lived experiences of female veteran MST survivors with their leadership 
(chain of command/supervisors) and understand how military culture effects these 
individuals. A feminist-theory conceptual framework was applied to contextualize 
hegemonic hypermasculine military culture and the divide and damage it may cause to 
female service members before MST, when surviving an MST event, and when surviving 
post-MST fallout. 
This study included 10 participants who were female, experienced MST, and 
served in the military for at least 90 days. Through qualitative inquiry, participants were 
interviewed by telephone between July 2019 and September 2019. Each interview was 
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using interpretive phenomenological analysis. 
Data showed participants who did not report their MST to their leadership failed 
to do so due to fear of reprisal in situations ranging from being threatened with 
maltreatment to retaliation/reprisal, the supervisor being the perpetrator, and ostracism. 
Those who did report their MST had negative experiences, including victim blaming by 
their leadership, shaming, taking no action, betrayal, retaliation, and ostracism. 
Participants tolerated sexual harassment as the norm or, as one participant noted, 




bad as the other thing.” Military culture post-MST included a lack of support/mental 
health counseling, having to pretend it did not happen and continue to work (and live) 
with the perpetrator, often as their supervisor, and perpetrators with no consequences. 
Participants reported effects of MST including suicide attempts, dissociation, depression, 
anxiety, trust and relational issues, emotion and mood dysregulation, substance abuse, 
low self-worth, social isolation, intense fear, health problems, loss of career and 
employment potential, avoidance, and intense shame. 
Female service members face extreme difficulty with reporting MST, that may be 
exacerbated by policy and military culture, forming a procedurally flawed and damaging 
system. Several recommendations are presented for future practice and research. 
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THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Statement of the Problem 
The U.S. military is an institution with its own complex culture that has made 
headlines in the news over the past few decades for its terrifying prevalence of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault. Sexual assault and sexual harassment in the military, 
known as military sexual trauma (MST) is a cultural phenomenon that occurs, in most 
instances, between military service members. The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) 
defines MST as “sexual assault or repeated, threatening sexual harassment that occurred 
while the Veteran was in the military” and may also include “unwanted sexual touching 
or grabbing; threatening, offensive remarks about a person’s body or sexual activities; 
and/or threatening or unwelcome sexual advances” (Department of Veterans Affairs, 
2015, p. 1). In the Department of Defense (DoD) Annual Report on Sexual Assault in the 
Military for Fiscal Year 2017, Military Services reported 6,172 reports of sexual assault, 
and stated they only receive reports of sexual assaults by one of three service members 
who are sexually assaulted, estimating about 14,900 total sexual assaults (DoD, 2016c). 
In 2014, the DoD requested the Rand Corporation carry out a study on military 
sexual assault in the workplace; of the 560,000 surveys sent to participants, 170,000 
military veterans responded resulting in numerous data points about MST, culture, and 
leadership. One survey question revealed that 33.59% of female veteran MST survivors 
said their offender was their unit leader or someone in their chain of command (levels of 
supervisors/direct superiors; Morral, Gore, & Schell, 2015, A.13.a). In addition to an 
overwhelming number of female veteran MST survivors being attacked by their 
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leadership, “the military system allows a commander, who could be in the direct chain of 
command of the accused and have minimal legal or criminal behavior expertise, to decide 
whether or not to prosecute” (Office of Senator Gillibrand, 2016, p. 3). A commander is a 
military officer who is commissioned by the U.S. government to be the authority in a 
military unit, such as a company, battalion, or fleet (Oxford Dictionary, 2018). In 
contrast, enlisted personnel are military service members who rank below an officer 
(Merriam-Webster, 2018). 
Figure 1, FY 16 Annual Report on Sexual Assault Statistical Highlights, from the 
DoD, showed the increase in reports of sexual assaults from 2012, 2014, and 2016; the 
figure also shows the overall estimated number of sexual assaults, whether reported or 
not, suggesting that interventions and awareness have decreased the phenomenon (DoD, 
2016c). Yet, many researchers suggested that these numbers are neither accurate nor 
consistent, reflecting heterogeneity in areas such as methodological design, target 
population, inconsistency, and construct measurement (e.g., Orchowski, Berry-Caban, 
Prisock, Borsari, & Kazemi, 2018; Stander & Thomsen, 2016; Wilson, 2018). 
Military commanders have the power and authority to punish individuals 
administratively instead of criminally under military law to “assist in maintaining good 
order and discipline in the armed forces, to promote efficiency and effectiveness in the 
military establishment” (Hoyle, 2014, p. 356). Problems arise when a female MST 
survivor must report their abuse to their chain of command. In addition, the military does 
not reflect the gender demographics of U.S. society, presenting a disproportionate 
balance of power; officers are 82.7% male whereas enlisted personnel are 84.4% male 
(DoD, 2016b). A Human Rights Watch study (2015), confirmed that: 
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military service members who reported sexual assault were 12 times more likely 
to suffer retaliation for doing so than to see their offender, if also a service 
member, convicted for a sex offense. Just 5 percent (175 out of 3,261) of sexual 
assault cases in the Defense Department’s jurisdiction investigated with a 




Figure 1. FY 16 annual report on sexual assault statistical highlights. 
Note. From Department of Defense Annual Report on Sexual Assault in the Military: 
Fiscal year 2016 by Department of Defense. This is a public document and requires no 





The authority given to commanders often results in perpetrators going free 
without judicial punishment, causing fear, shame, and retaliation to victims and a raised 
level of tolerance of sexual violence toward perpetrators. Military policy outlines this 
environment, allotting judicial and administrative authority to male officers and has long 
been a culture characterized by hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity is: 
a set of values, established by men in power that functions to include and exclude, 
and to organize society in gender unequal ways. It combines several features: a 
hierarchy of masculinities, differential access among men to power (over women 
and other men), and the interplay between men’s identity, men’s ideals, 
interactions, power, and patriarchy. (Jewkes & Morrell, 2012 p. 40) 
Hegemonic masculinity has been at the base of military policy and culture since 
its inception over a century ago. Social-construct feminists Connell and Messerschmidt 
(2005) suggested that although hegemonic masculinity does not directly mean violence 
toward the feminine, “it meant ascendancy achieved through culture, institutions, and 
persuasion” (p. 832). Of the multiple feminist perspectives, including radical, liberal, 
intersectional, and social constructionist, McPhail (2015, p. 322) showed that each 
feminist theory’s premise rests on various levels of social- and gender-based 
phenomenon, yet all have the same risk factors for sexual assault etiology. 
In an institution that is misunderstood and hidden from the public, female service 
members have been sexually assaulted and culturally subjugated by hegemonic 
hypermasculine leaders who seek an image of good order and discipline for their 
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professional advancement. MST is a unique phenomenon that includes power 
imbalances, rejection, retaliation, and injustice for female service members. Military 
culture and policy must be rigorously analyzed to create interventions to change this rigid 
and violent institution. 
The researcher’s interest in this topic stemmed from personal experience in the 
military. The researcher experienced MST while in the Army in the United States and in 
Iraq nearly 10 years ago. The experience with military culture and leadership was 
relevant to this dissertation’s course of study, organization, and leadership, which was 
approached strategically to gain other female veteran MST survivors’ perceptions to 
effectuate change. Chapter 3 discusses further methods designed to reduce personal bias 
and maintained validity, reliability, trustworthiness, rigor, and credibility. 
Background and Need for the Study 
The U.S. military is comprised of only 204,628 (15.9%) female service members 
in the active duty force as of 2016 and experienced an estimated 14,900 (7.3%) sexual 
assaults (DoD, 2016b; DoD, 2016c, Figure 1). Figure 2 Rate of Perceived Professional 
Reprisal for Total DoD (Q143–Q145), indicates that of the active duty service members 
who reported their sexual assault, 40% experienced at least one behavior that indicated 
potential professional reprisal for reporting (DoD, 2016a). 
In addition to perceived reprisals for reporting sexual assault, 19% of women 
experienced those reprisals from their unit leaders (DoD, 2016a). Figure 3, Findings from 
Perceived Professional Reprisal for DoD Women (Q146–Q148), shows that of the 19% 
of women who experienced reprisals, 54 indicated that action was taken by a member of 
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their chain of command, and 37 sources of reprisals were their unit commanders (DoD, 
2016a). 
 
Figure 2. Rate of perceived professional reprisal for total DoD (Q143–Q145). 
Note. From 2016 Workplace and Gender Relations Survey of Active Duty Members, 
Overview Report by Department of Defense. This is a public document and requires no 
permissions. Retrieved from https://www.sapr.mil/public/docs/reports/FY17_Annual 




Figure 3. Findings from perceived professional reprisal for DoD women (Q146–Q148). 
Note. From 2016 Workplace and Gender Relations Survey of Active Duty Members, 
Overview Report by Department of Defense. This is a public document and requires no 
permissions. Retrieved from https://www.sapr.mil/public/docs/reports/FY17_Annual 
/FY16 _Annual_Report_on_Sexual_Assault_in_the_Military_Full_Report _Part2_4.pdf 
In a Rand Corporation study in 2014, when asked who the identity of their 
offender was who experienced sexual assault in the past year, 89.3% of women 
respondents reported that they were sexually assaulted by someone else who was in the 
military (Morral et al., 2015, A.10.a). The same Rand Corporation respondents stated 
their primary reasons for not reporting included wanting to forget about the assault and 
move on, not wanting more people to know, not wanting to be viewed as weak, thought 
other people would blame them, did not want to hurt the person’s career, worried about 
retaliation, felt partially to blame, and thought it was not serious enough to report (Morral 
et al., 2015, A.30.a). This study helped provide narratives to these quantitative data, such 




Women who were in the military and experienced MST were “more likely to feel 
personally isolated and/or left out, were than twice as likely to have felt lonely, and much 
more frequently felt that people at home did not understand their military experiences” 
(Skinner et al., 2000, p. 300). Additionally, in a cross-sectional telephone survey of 558 
women, Sadler, Booth, Nielson, and Doebbeling (2000) found that “a decade after rape or 
physical assault during military service, women reported severely decreased health-
related quality of life, with limitations of physical and emotional health, educational and 
financial attainment, and severe, recurrent problems with work and social activities” 
(p. 473). Survivors of MST are also more likely to develop posttraumatic stress disorder, 
have suicidal ideation, and attempt suicide than those who do not (Turchik & Wilson, 
2010). 
Feminist scholar Brownmiller (1975) posited that sexual domination is 
fundamental to military masculinity and has been an underlying root cause of sexual 
violence against women for centuries. Women face multiple hardships in the military, 
including a double standard that requires them to be both feminine and masculine, strong 
and feeble, and defend themselves from violence from the enemy and from male military 
peers at war. In 2017 alone, 99 women were raped while in a combat area, yet over the 
course of Operation Iraqi Freedom, from 2003 through 2018, 110 women died in combat, 
confirming that women are more likely to be raped than die in combat (DeBruyne, 2018; 
DoD, 2017). 
The research on sexual assault in the military focuses on quantitative studies 
while little shows qualitative research reflecting culture, policy, and leadership in regard 
to MST. Most research rests on the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ, official 
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legal policy for the military) policy as law reviews, statistical reviews, and analyses of 
annual reports published by the DoD and does not show the intersectionality of gender 
and sexual assault in policy and cultural practice. 
Understanding how leadership in military culture effects MST survivors can help 
identify what levels of leadership, or perceptions of betrayal after trauma, need change to 
occur. This research is vital to the understanding of military culture and provided 
substance to reform its code of justice in relation to how it structures its commanders to 
have such control of sexual-assault-reporting procedural outcomes. Senator Kirsten 
Gillibrand, an advocate for the prevention of sexual assault in the military and creator of 
the twice filibustered Military Justice Improvement Act, stated, 
Many of our closest allies’ militaries, including the United Kingdom, Canada, 
Israel, Germany, Norway, and Australia, have already moved reporting and 
prosecution of violent sex crimes outside of the chain of command. At a 
September 2013 Senate hearing, military leaders from Australia, the United 
Kingdom, Israel, and Canada testified on how changes they have made to their 
military justice systems—including the one up for debate in the Senate as part of 
the Military Justice Improvement Act—have not diminished the accountability of 
commanders or their ability to maintain good order and discipline. (Gillibrand, 
2018, para 8) 
Forces in Congress are advocating reform in what commanders are authorized to 
do. Even though thousands of service members are being traumatized, millions are being 
spent on service-connected disabilities for posttraumatic stress disorder and MST, and 
other countries’ models have shown success. Hearing the experiences and voices of those 
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who suffered attacks of sexual assault brings an understanding to the cultural practice in 
the military institution, shedding light on experiences instead of what is proper 
operational procedure. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this feminist phenomenological study was to explore the 
perceptions and experiences of female veteran MST survivors with their military 
leadership and culture. This study entailed analyzing literature and interviewing 
participants using a feminist-theory lens to understand the experiences in an antifeminist 
institution. Few studies had focused qualitatively on female veteran MST survivors and 
far fewer had focused on this population regarding leadership and culture. Understanding 
these experiences through narratives was intended to provide insight into a highly 
saturated quantitative area of study that had failed to provide real avenues of change in 
the institution. 
This study used interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), a method designed 
to articulate data of the lived experience that is “difficult to articulate” and “complex, 
ambiguous, and emotionally laden” (J. A. Smith & Osborne, 2008, p. 41). Through 
personal experiences as an Army officer, combat veteran, and female veteran MST 
survivor, the researcher interviewed participants with “strong empathetic engagement” 
and inquired where others did not have the knowledge or emotional understanding (J. A. 
Smith & Osborne, 2008, p. 42). 
Research Questions 




1. What are the experiences of female veteran MST survivors with their chain of 
command/superior officers? 
2. How does military culture affect female veteran MST survivors? 
Theoretical Framework 
The primary theoretical lens used in this study was feminist theory. The root and 
first fundamental basis of any efficacious social theory is that it aims to get the attention 
of the main population’s concerns (Davis, 2008). The importance of analyzing military 
culture, policy, and the experiences of female veteran MST survivors was of the utmost 
importance, as this institution is deeply rooted in hypermasculinity, violence, and the 
subordination of the feminine. Qualitative approaches to research are rooted in feminist 
theory, arguing that quantitative research may degrade women’s experiences. In contrast, 
sociologist and feminist Smith posited women have been forced to have men dictate their 
experiences for far too long and that it is necessary for women to describe their own 
experiences (D. E. Smith, 1974). 
Feminist and educational scholar hooks opened the book, Feminism is for 
Everybody: Passionate Politics (2000) by describing what feminism, including women 
and men, seeks to do: Simply put, feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist 
exploitation, and oppression. 
This was a definition of feminism I offered in Feminist Theory: From Margin to 
Center more than 10 years ago. It was my hope at the time that it would become a 
common definition everyone would use. I liked this definition because it did not 
imply that men were the enemy. By naming sexism as the problem it went 
directly to the heart of the matter. Practically, it is a definition which implies that 
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all sexist thinking and action is the problem, whether those who perpetuate it are 
female or male, child or adult. It is also broad enough to include an understanding 
of systemic institutionalized sexism. As a definition it is open-ended. To 
understand feminism it implies one has to necessarily understand sexism. 
Feminist theory posits that women and men are equal and should be treated as 
such, but in reality, are not treated correspondingly. (hooks, 2000, p. 1) 
Military culture has been found to consist of “rape-conducive sexual and gender 
attitudes,” “rape-conducive sexual norms in military culture,” and “attitudes toward 
women in military culture” that relate to “heightened levels of rape propensity.” 
Standards of masculinity that emphasize dominance, assertiveness, 
aggressiveness, independence, self-sufficiency, and willingness to take risks, and 
that reject characteristics of compassion, understanding, and sensitivity have been 
found to be correlated with rape propensity. Several different measures for this 
construct of masculinity have been used in the studies that have identified this 
correlation. These measures include “negative masculinity,” meaning a posture of 
self-assertion and self-protection unalloyed with communion or concern for 
others; “hypermasculinity,” meaning stereotypic masculinity and interpersonal 
opportunism; and nonfeminine “sex-typing,” meaning personality or sex role 
constructs with minimal stereotypically feminine characteristics such as 
sensitivity, gentleness, and other stereotypically feminine characteristics have 
been found to be associated with heighted propensity to commit rape. (Morris, 
1996, pp. 701–702) 
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The military is a hierarchical institution commanded by college-educated males 
and have been subjects of oppression for women and minorities throughout history. Men 
have historically held women back in institutions such as marriage, education, 
reproductive rights, and military service, among others. Societal beliefs arguing against 
women in the military include “male bonding, physiological differences, traditional 
gender roles and the belief that the preparation for and execution of war is simply not a 
woman’s role” (Herbert, 1994, p. 26). Women were and are often still considered inferior 
citizens, referenced as the reason for their “vulnerability to sexual abuse” (Titunik, 2000, 
p. 230). 
Although MST effects male and female service members, feminist theory was 
applied in this study due to the power imbalance between masculinity and femininity in 
the past century in the military, which focused on how hypermasculine leadership effects 
MST survivors. Modern feminist theory dates to the late 19th century, focusing on equal 
rights for women, such as women’s suffrage, with what is now known as the first wave of 
feminism. Mill, a male feminist pioneer, wrote The Subjection of Women, stating 
that the principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two 
sexes—the legal subordination of one sex to the other—is wrong in itself, and 
now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement; and that it ought to be 
replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the 
one side, nor disability on the other. (1963, p. 261) 
This idea of legal subordination is at the root of military policy and culture, 
emphasizing obedience in hierarchy, in combination with an overwhelming 
disproportionate gender balance between commander and service member. 
15 
 
The first wave of feminism worked to challenge the cult of domesticity, molding 
women to have the characteristics of piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness 
(Lavender, 1998). These characteristics are the polarities of military hypermasculine 
characteristics, rejecting and minimizing women’s service from World War I through 
modern-day Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom. The relevance of 
Mill’s work remains valid in promoting change in the military institution, as men 
continue to subject women to their world. 
After the passing of the 19th Amendment in 1920, allowing women to vote, 
feminists such as Beauvoir, began advocating for women’s liberation and the Civil Rights 
Movement. Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1952/1989) expressed, “Women’s actions have 
never been more than symbolic agitation; they have won only what men have been 
willing to concede to them; they have taken nothing; they have received,” asserting 
women’s need for equality was still elusive (p. 28). The military’s century-long resistance 
to allowing women to serve in the military as equals has been reinvigorated with this 
agitation, with Congress slowly allowing piece by piece of military service and equality 
to women through small gifts of legislation. 
The second wave of feminism, beginning in the 1960s, allowed for the passing of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, granting women and minorities equality in the workplace. 
However, women were just given access for the first time to combat-arms positions (10% 
of all military jobs) in 2015 (Service Women’s Action Network, 2017). Feminist theory 
provides a perspective to women’s participation in the military, wars, and the draft 
(historically and currently as a topic of why women are not included); all are historically 
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to fulfill patriarchal agendas, supporting male and masculine agendas and normalizing 
violence among drafted generations. 
Although the last few decades of feminism have focused on individuality, 
personal responsibility, and intersectionality, much of the effort to culturally shift society 
toward a more equal sense have come full-circle. Although many U.S. laws have sought 
after equality, cultural shifts have raised further awareness of the severe dichotomy in our 
society. The #metoo movement has raised awareness of sexual-assault issues in the 
United States and several individuals have been held responsible, legally and 
professionally; however, the nation’s cultural shift has far to go. Prior to becoming the 
45th President of the United States, the Commander-in-Chief, the highest military 
position, Donald J. Trump wrote on Twitter, “26,000 unreported sexual assaults in the 
military—only 238 convictions. What did these geniuses expect when they put men & 
women together?” and received nearly 14,000 “likes” (Trump, 2013). Trump’s belief that 
when men and women are together sexual violence occurs is a common hypermasculine 
misconception that blames the victim, demonizes men as sexual deviants, and 
dehumanizes women as feeble bodies of prey. Brownmiller (1975) explored the idea in 
Against our Will: Men, Women, and Rape, averring that rape is an act “motivated by male 
domination and female degradation and changed rape from an individual act to a political 
one” (McPhail, 2015, p. 3). 
The intention in this study was to use feminist theory as a theoretical lens to 
understand women’s positions. Feminist scholar Ferguson expanded on this notion, 
stating, “feminist theory is not only about women, although it is that; it is about the 
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world, engaged through critical intersectional perspectives” (2017, p. 270). As Ferguson 
explained, 
feminist theory is reliably suspicious of dualistic thinking: Any effort to divide the 
complex into two dichotomous, opposing variables…. inevitably simplifies a 
complex field and posits clear-cut boundaries rather than porous overlapping 
relations. Dualistic thinking also generates hierarchies, as one factor in the stand-
off achieves dominance over the other, naturalizing prevailing power relationships 
and making them more difficult to challenge. (2017, p. 271) 
Carefully analyzed and understood on a critical level, “analytic sensibility” was 
used to understand various aspects of participants in relation to their trauma’s power 
imbalance and abuse (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 795). It is important to 
understand that “what makes an analysis intersectional—whatever terms it deploys, 
whatever its iteration, whatever its field or discipline—is its adoption of an intersectional 
way of thinking about the problem of sameness and difference and its relation to power” 
(Cho et al., 2013, p. 795). 
Although this research specifically aimed to study female veteran MST survivors 
(sexuality-nonspecific), it is of note that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered 
(LGBT) service members’ sexual assault prevalence rate is 4.5% (sexual harassment—
22.8%) compared to 0.8% of those that do not identify as LGBT (sexual harassment—
6.2%; DoD, 2016a). Those who identify, formally or informally, as LGBT in U.S. society 
are at increased risk of higher rates of substance abuse and mental health issues 
(Drummond & Brotman, 2014). 
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Female veteran MST survivors come from a variety of racial, sexual, gender 
identity, and disability backgrounds, making feminist theory well suited to understand the 
textual, psychological, cultural, societal, and political discourse of the feminist 
experience with hegemonic hypermasculine practices. Hegemonic masculinity has been a 
part of gender studies since the 1980s in an effort to understand “men’s power over 
women … stressing the legitimating power of consent (rather than crude physical or 
political power to ensure submission), it has been used to explain men’s health 
behaviours and the use of violence” (Jewkes et al., 2015, p. S112). The military 
hegemonic hypermasculine institution not only subordinates’ women, but also men who 
do not fit into their molds, enabling the most extreme to promotionally ascend to the tops 
of the hierarchy and influence policy. 
In a hegemonic hypermasculine culture, such as the military, it is quite important 
to understand the psychology of the service member going through MST. In an 
overwhelmingly male military, female service members usually have multiple levels of 
supervisors who are entirely male. Through feminist psychology, Freyd (1997) 
postulated, “it is essential that future research focus not only on psychological response to 
betrayal, but also on the psychology of the betrayer and the larger system supporting 
offenders” (p. 29). Monteith, Bahraini, Matarazzo, Soberay, and Smith (2016) suggested 
focusing on “whether MST sequelae differ based on whether individuals identify the 
perpetrating institution as more global (e.g., military in general or an entire military 
branch) or specific (e.g., military unit, post, or brigade)” (p.752). These different 
approaches to understanding the source of subjugation, oppression, and sexual violence 
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toward female service members was of importance in understanding the experiences of 
female veteran MST survivors. 
Significance of the Study 
This study sought to be significant regarding MST, military culture, and policy 
reform. Sexual harassment and sexual assault in the military are widely recognized 
social-justice issues, affecting thousands of military-service members. MST research has 
been saturated with quantitative studies, struggling to obtain consistent data due to MST-
definition inconsistency and study heterogeneity. Due to racial misrepresentation of 
veterans seeking care at the VA, researchers suggest “research on women in the military 
should explore other sampling designs that do not rely on recruitment through VA 
facilities” (Campbell & Raja, 2005, p. 105). This study interviewed participants from a 
variety of backgrounds and did not recruit through VA facilities. 
This study provided narratives from survivors’ perspectives of the military-
reporting process. Stander and Thomsen (2016) suggested more research is needed in 
understanding the “differences in the response and support systems available for military 
victims” (p. 24). As Figure 1 shows, a vast majority of MST reports are undisclosed; yet, 
recommendations for studies are almost always based on those who disclose their trauma. 
Farris, Schell, and Tanielian (2013) suggested that studies that “understand the barriers 
and facilitators of disclosure” would be useful to studying MST (p. 17). This study seeks 
to understand the experience, beyond the statistics, of those who were able to disclose 
and the reasons why others did not. This study aimed to add qualitative data to a saturated 
quantitative body of research. Through narratives, this study addressed a problem that has 
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been systemically quieted by an androcentric institution and hegemonic hypermasculine 
leaders. 
Definition of Key Terms 
The following are definitions of key terms that are helpful in understanding the 
military jargon used throughout this study. This is not an exhaustive list of terms and 
these terms may be used in other ways in different contexts. 
Active duty: Members of the armed forces who are contracted full-time (compared 
to National Guard or Reserve members who serve part-time). 
Chain of command: A hierarchy leading to a commanding officer, and ultimately 
ending at the Commander-in-Chief of the United States. For example, an Army soldier’s 
chain of command hierarchy includes their squad leader, platoon sergeant, platoon leader, 
and company commander, who has the authority to promote, punish, and direct. 
Commander: A position in a military unit, most often held by a commissioned 
officer at the pay grade of O-3 or higher, who has authority to lead and govern all 
members of their unit. 
Commissioned officer: Those who are granted a commission and authority by the 
President of the United States. Commissioned officers must have a college degree, are 
commissioned through one of several commissioning sources (i.e., ROTC or Officer 
Candidate School), and ultimately outrank enlisted personnel, noncommissioned officers, 
and warrant officers in the hierarchical rank system of the armed forces. Officer pay 
grades are from O-1 through O-10. 
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Enlisted personnel: A general term for those who are not considered officers, 
however, most often includes those in the ranks of Private through Specialist (Pay grades 
E-1 through E-4). 
Hegemony: Refers to dominance of one group over another, often by leadership. 
Hypermasculinity: An exaggeration of traditionally masculine behavior, such as 
aggression or sexual dominance. 
Military leadership: Any level of military leader above whatever level may be 
referenced. For example, when referring to a company, military leadership may include 
company commander and battalion commander; however, when referring to military 
leadership on an institutional level, chiefs of staff and military generals are presumed. 
Military policy: All regulations, manuals, policies, and laws of the armed forces, 
sometimes referenced as doctrine. 
Noncommissioned officer: Those who are enlisted personnel who exceed the rank 
of E-4, such as a sergeant (Pay grade E-5 through E-9). 
Uniform Code of Military Justice: A law that provides the foundational base of 
the military and includes nonjudicial punishments, courts-martial proceedings, and 
punitive articles. 
Service members: Someone who serves in the armed forces, regardless of whether 
they are on active duty or in the National Guard or Reserves. 
Sexual trauma: Any physical assault, prolonged threat, or repeated sexual 
harassment, that is sexual in nature, performed against one’s will, often leaving physical, 
emotional, or psychological symptoms. Examples include rape, stalking, and coercion 




This chapter provided a foundational base on the problem of MST in the United 
States. Through an introduction of the overarching social-justice issue that is interwoven 
in military culture and policy, the chapter provided the purpose of the study and research 
questions that guided the research design. By using a feminist-theory framework, this 
study engaged female veteran MST survivors to understand their perceptions in an 
antifeminist institution. 
Chapter 2 provides a literature review of topics surrounding MST, including 
military culture and the policies that shape its culture. Through literary analysis, 
information regarding MST was researched. By looking at literature focused on military 
culture, sexual violence, and a history of feminine intolerance, military policy was then 
researched to evaluate any connections. With a focus on military policy that effects 
female veteran MST survivors, literature became saturated with policy reviews and 
quantitative studies that presented a potential connection to the 70% of MST survivors 
who do not disclose their trauma. The researcher combined extant literature with literary 
deficiencies and formed research questions that drove the research design. Chapter 2 
outlines a potential connection between military culture, military policy, and military 
leadership and the abusive experience MST survivors face in this hypermasculine 
institution. 
Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the study’s methodology, including 
the research design, data collection and analysis, and other elements that ensured the 
study’s validity, trustworthiness, credibility, and reliability. Chapter 4 provides the 
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findings of the study and Chapter 5 provides the discussion, conclusion and 




REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Restatement of the Problem 
The U.S. military is a government institution that is often misunderstood by the 
public. In fact, only 1.29 million, or 0.5% of the U.S. population currently serves on 
active duty in the armed forces, whereas 18.5 million citizens are military veterans 
(Reynolds & Shendruk, 2018). Although the 2018 U.S. census report states the United 
States comprises 50.8% of female persons, the active-duty military only comprises 16% 
of female service members, a dramatically uneven representation (Reynolds & Shendruk, 
2018). The military has struggled for decades with reports of MST, and more recently 
with intramilitary sexual abuse, resulting in 6,172 reports of sexual assault, and an 
estimated 14,900 more that did not report in 2016 (DoD, 2016a, p. 12). 
Female veteran MST survivors have a legal obligation to obey their command, 
which creates an idiosyncratic power imbalance when a trauma survivor must report their 
abuse to their leadership; 33.59% of female veteran MST survivors are assaulted by their 
leadership who are predominantly college educated, White, and male (Morral et al., 2015, 
A.13.a). The general public, Congress, and military service members have become 
increasingly aware of the phenomenon of MST, yet little has been done to fully 
understand the complex cultural phenomenon. Thus far, researchers have focused on 
what policymakers understand of MST; yet, only a third of those abused disclose their 
abuse. Sexual assault in the military requires a qualitative approach that addresses 
military policy, command authority, and a hegemonic hypermasculine culture’s effects on 
female veteran MST survivors. Furthermore, policy changes have focused on women 
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preventing their attacks instead of intervention measures for perpetrators, further 
promulgating the subjugation of femininity in the military institution (Bayard de Volo & 
Hall, 2015; Stander & Thomsen, 2016; Weitz, 2015). 
Overview 
This literature review provides relevant textual material divided into two major 
themes: military culture and military policy. In these two themes, military leadership, 
also referenced as command authority, is the focus to gain insight into how culture and 
policy affect leadership or vice versa. Military culture provides an understanding of the 
military’s history of violence, sexual deviance, and the varying levels of effects on 
female veteran MST survivors. Military policy focuses on law reviews and studies that 
favor or oppose reform of the UCMJ, including administrative and judicial procedures 
involving the chain of command and the authorities of commanders. Finally, a subtheme 
in both major themes, this study explores military leadership’s hegemonic 
hypermasculinity in the contexts of military policy and military culture, reflecting on how 
leadership effects both themes, and ultimately female veteran MST survivors. 
Historical Background 
Exhaustive research on military policy regarding female veteran MST survivors 
yielded a high number of articles including law reviews and other peer-reviewed articles 
that focused on reform of the UCMJ military law policy. The military has long had a 
governing document that provides the rules of engagement of war, and what is expected 
of service members, and leaders. The first major policy that established military law was 
the American Articles of War, dating back to the Second Continental Congress of the 
Revolutionary War in 1775 (Judge Advocate General School, 1970). Policy was further 
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established under Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution of the United States, whereas the 
government is authorized to provide regulations for land and naval forces (Walenta, 
2010). Following several modifications and amendments, 176 years later, the UCMJ was 
enacted and remains the military legal policy of the armed forces. 
The Manual for Courts-Martial (MCM) and a variety of other military policies 
supplement the UCMJ. The MCM states, 
The purpose of military law is to promote justice, to assist in maintaining good 
order and discipline in the armed forces, to promote efficiency and effectiveness 
in the military establishment, and thereby to strengthen the national security of the 
United States. (Joint Service Committee on Military Justice, 2016, I-1) 
UCMJ covers a variety of topics and punitive procedures; however, when it 
comes to MST, commander’s positionality is often questioned sparking amendments and 
calls for more dramatic change. One researcher posited those who studied, reformed, and 
strategized this topic have taken the wrong approach. Rogowski (2015) suggested, 
there are current and historical flaws in the way the military justice system 
prosecutes sexual offenses, that individual interests are historically placed after 
national security concerns, and that finding the appropriate balance when it comes 
to military justice reform is inherently difficult. (p. 1141) 
However, “inherently difficult,” service members rely on the UCMJ as their 
symbol of justice, just as a commanders use the system for their needs; the difference is 
that service members are “barred from seeking civil damages for their pain and suffering 
because courts deem rape a risk inherent in military service under the Feres doctrine” 
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(Hoyle, 2014, p. 358). The Feres doctrine, established in 1950 in the U.S. Supreme Court 
case Feres v. United States, covers every service member in the United States, and 
“prevents people who are injured as a result of military service from successfully suing 
the federal government under the Federal Tort Claims Act” (Cornell Law School, 2018). 
In a lawsuit against Former Secretary of Defense Panetta, Klay and 11 other 
current and former sailors and Marines who suffered MST claimed they received 
retaliation for their abuse and “sought money damages directly under the Constitution 
from senior officials in the military and Department of Defense who, plaintiffs allege, 
could have put in place policies to prevent their injuries but failed to do so,” but were 
struck down under the Feres doctrine (Klay v. Panetta, 2014, para 2). Circuit Judge 
Griffith wrote a summary of the case that the case was both difficult and easy: 
Difficult, because it involves shocking allegations that members of this nation’s 
armed forces who put themselves at risk to protect our liberties were abused in 
such a vile and callous manner. Easy, because plaintiffs seek relief under a legal 
theory that is patently deficient. (Klay v. Panetta, 2014, para 1) 
Military Sexual Trauma 
The Department of Veterans Affairs screens all individuals who seek care at its 
facilities for female veteran MST survivors, with 15% to 36% of women screening 
positive (Stander & Thomsen, 2016, p. 21). According to the National Crime 
Victimization Survey and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, sexual assault 
prevalence rates are 1.6 for every 1,000 people whereas in the military population, the 
figure is double, with 3.4 for every 1,000 people; women between ages 16 and 24 are 
three to four times more likely to be sexually assaulted (Bozarth, 2015, p. 203; Souder, 
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2017, p. 12). Female veteran MST survivors are “nine times more likely to develop post-
traumatic stress disorder than military women who are not” subjecting them to other 
long-term symptoms including major depressive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, 
increased rates of suicide attempts and ideations, and “decreased mental and cognitive 
functioning and quality of life” (Klingensmith, Tsai, Mota, Southwick, & Pietrzak, 2014, 
p. 1133; Schmid, 2010, p. 476). 
MST effects service members on an individual level and further erodes several 
facets of military mission readiness: 
MST is a complex phenomenon that carries long-term implications in terms of 
equity, justice, and accountability for those who experience it and for the entire 
armed forces. The military’s failure to effectively prevent or respond to MST 
jeopardizes recruitment, retention, and national security. (Gonzalez-Prats, 2017, 
p. 15) 
The military’s hypermasculine culture may not only affect those who are actively 
in the military, but also those seeking to join the institution. In a study in 2008, 5,226 
female and 5,969 male U.S. Navy recruits participated in a survey that found 13% of men 
“admitted to premilitary [sexual assault] perpetration” showing that the military itself is 
not screening for this factor, and also that people with this personality may be drawn to 
the military (Stander, Merrill, Thomsen, Crouch, & Milner, 2008, p. 1636). Among the 
condition that was anonymous, 12% of males reported completing a rape, including 18% 
using force or a threat of force, and 39% using drugs or alcohol to carry out the rape 
(Stander et al., 2008, p. 1644). Overall focus on victimization has deterred researchers 
from understanding and addressing perpetration, which is “arguably more important to 
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understand the factors that increase the likelihood of perpetration” and leads to little or no 
interventions to reduce, and forces blame and pressure on women to prevent their own 
abuse (Stander & Thomsen, 2016, p. 24). By pushing responsibility on the victim, girls 
learn from an early age that they must “avoid both potential predators and any behaviors 
that may incite predators” adding to the fear many feel in society: 
This responsibility adds to fear of rape by demanding constant vigilance against 
any potential threats and by priming girls and women to dread the social rejection, 
legal difficulties, and sense of guilt they might face should they be raped. Each of 
these ideas can be challenged or reinforced by masculine military culture. (Weitz, 
2015, p. 166) 
Studies on female veteran MST survivors have focused on health implications of 
these survivors whereas studies on the phenomenology have remained few (Brownstone, 
Dorsey Holliman, Gerber, & Monteith, 2018). Brownstone et al. (2018) carried out a 
qualitative phenomenological study to explore the experiences of female veteran MST 
survivors; 32 cisgender women took part in interviews that found several themes and 
“results suggest the importance of increasing stakeholders’ knowledge regarding military 
sexual trauma complexities and contexts” (p. 399). Brownstone et al. found themes that 
included sexual harassment, silencing and disempowerment, survivor internalization of 
messages conveyed by relational distrust, coping by escape and avoidance, and a path to 
healing through validation and justice (2018, p. 399). Brownstone et al. suggested 
focusing on cultural changes, including areas in which participants expressed 




A qualitative study using grounded theory was carried out by Burns, Grindlay, 
Holt, Manski, and Grossman (2014), interviewing 22 service women by telephone while 
the women were deployed overseas to gain an understanding on the perceptions of female 
veteran MST survivors. Participants were not identified as female veteran MST 
survivors; however, they were asked questions about their perceptions of MST. Burns et 
al. found that the three main reasons they believed female MST survivors were so 
prevalent while deployed was due to deployment dynamics, military culture, and lack of 
consequences (p. 346). Military culture included “widespread sexism, low ratios of 
women to men, and men outranking women” whereas a lack of consequences included 
that “military leadership had failed to adequately address the issue of MST and that 
assailants rarely faced consequences” (Burns et al., 2014, p. 346). According to Campbell 
and Raja (2005), “most victims who sought help from the legal or medical systems 
(military or civilian) reported that this contact made them feel guilty, depressed, anxious, 
distrustful of others, and reluctant to seek further help” suggesting another dynamic to 
military culture that deeply effects the survivor (p. 97). 
Commanders and Reporting MST 
Although the controversy of command authority has been discussed as part of 
reforming the UCMJ, recent decades have intensified the debate, due to commanders’ 
roles. MST survivors must report their sexual trauma through their chain of command. 
Service members who are sexually assaulted often do not report their abuse, due to fears 
of retaliation, including slander to their reputations, violence, and 
victims might suspect that their superiors will not take their complaints seriously, 
and ultimately, the concern might be that the commander of the accused would 
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not only take no action against the assailant, but would take action against the 
victim herself. (Murphy, 2014, p. 144) 
The topic of unlawful command influence, prohibited in Article 37 of the UCMJ, 
is a problem that has been central to the role commanders have in the military, and “has 
been identified as the ‘mortal enemy of military justice’ for decades because it ‘tends to 
deprive servicemembers of their constitutional rights’” (Murphy, 2014, p. 145; Schlueter, 
1991). Although protections are being implemented to reduce underreporting and distrust 
in commanders, military leaders remain vehemently adamant about the commander 
maintaining their command and control in order to maintain good order and discipline, a 
central theme and factor in military law. 
Senators Levin (D-MI) and McCaskill (D-MO) “argue that commanders must 
retain authority so society can hold them responsible if the military culture does not 
change”; however, another argument is that if commanders are not involved in the 
process, “they will feel less responsibility to change the culture regarding sexual assault if 
they do not have authority” (Venghaus, 2015, pp. 4950). 
Military Culture 
The U.S. military institution is a small volunteer section of overall U.S. society, 
comprising individuals from all parts of the United States. They are, however, not 
necessarily a representative sample of the United States demographically. For example, 
the military has far fewer women, more people under 40, and more individuals who 
graduated from high school but are not college graduates (Turchik & Wilson, 2010). In 
addition, the military has a lower percentage of Caucasians and Hispanics, and a greater 
number of African Americans than in the U.S. population (Reynolds & Shendruk, 2018). 
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Although some researchers, such as Bozarth (2015), may suggest the military reflects the 
broader U.S. society, the military culture is quite different from the everyday norm in 
U.S. society. 
In fact, the military’s culture is quite different from traditional U.S. culture for 
many reasons. For example, “being a woman, being younger, being divorced, and having 
a lower socioeconomic status were related to experiencing a sexual assault” (Turchik & 
Wilson, 2010, p. 269). One study found that while those aged 18 to 24 comprise 35% of 
civilian sexual-assault survivors, this age range comprises only 12% of the entire 
population; in contrast, military MST survivors comprise 83% to 87%, showing a 
dramatic difference (Perkins, 1997). 
Masculinity 
The military’s culture of violence builds from its focus on hypermasculinity and 
the rejection of femininity. To understand the military culture, first it is imperative to 
understand the difference between the terms masculine and hypermasculine in culture 
and sexuality. When defining masculinity, the concept of power is especially important, 
“serving as both the symbolic and actual source of the nation’s power,” whereas 
hypermasculinity is “an extreme form of masculinity based on beliefs of polarized gender 
roles, the endorsement of stereotypical gender roles, a high value placed on control, 
power, and competition, toleration of pain, and mandatory heterosexuality” (Schmid, 
2010, p. 491; Turchik & Wilson, 2010, p. 271). 
Men who report values aligned with hypermasculinity “are also likely to have a 
rape-supportive attitude and commit more acts of sexual aggression than men who have 
less extreme masculine values” as well as organizations that sanction stereotypically 
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masculine behaviors, which have higher rates of sexually deviant and unwanted 
behaviors than other organizations (Turchik & Wilson, 2010, p. 271). As an opposition to 
femininity, masculinity reinforces gender differences. The military specifically eschews 
anything that is not masculine, including feminine characteristics, women, and 
homosexuality (Schmid, 2010). 
Military culture advocates traditional gender conformity in its policies. Weitz’s 
2015 study of 25 women through semistructured interviews between 2012 and 2013 
showed that “virtually all women” interviewed were mandated to use “battle buddies,” 
travelling in pairs at all times (p. 173). This practice presents a responsibility for women 
to prevent rape, and if women do not adhere to this pattern, could present a scenario 
where the woman is blamed or faulted (Weitz, 2015). The Weitz study also found that 
one woman who was repeatedly assaulted in Kuwait while leaving her community 
shower reported the offenses to her chain of command, who then responded by telling the 
entire battalion, “Now all of you ladies need to use the buddy system around here. I don’t 
want to have to stand you up in front of the battalion [after you are raped] and say, ‘Don’t 
do what she did’” (Weitz, 2015). In addition to presenting women with a responsibility to 
prevent their own abuses, the Weitz’s study showed that women are categorized into 
stereotypes including “bitches,” “whores,” “dykes,” and “sluts,” depending on their level 
of assertiveness, sexually attractiveness, or how sexually available they make themselves 
to men (Weitz, 2015, p. 173). 
Military women are exposed to a “double bind,” forced to act in a feminine way 
in the workplace but consistently disapproved due to the military’s implicit value placed 
on masculinism (Segal, Smith, Segal, & Canuso, 2016, p. 34). This double standard 
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continues with emphasis on gender roles in the military, even though men and women 
must perform the same actions in their jobs. West and Zimmerman (1987) suggested that 
gender is “not simply an aspect of what one is, but, more fundamentally, it is something 
one does  ̧and does recurrently, in interaction with others” (p. 140). 
This attack on women and femininity is equally present in attacks on men 
showing any signs of femininity. For men to prove domination, one common method of 
emasculating a fellow man is to use “insult talk,” such as male drill sergeants calling 
male recruits “pussies,” “sissies,” or “girls” to “teach them that to be degraded is to be 
female” (Schmid, 2010, p. 492). This level of restructuring belief is considered part of 
military cultural practice, constantly pushed onto vulnerable service members in boot 
camp, restructuring their personalities to meet those of the institution, “reinforced by a 
culture of domination of the masculine and subordination of the feminine” (Schmid, 
2010, p. 492). 
Another example of the subordination of the feminine and violence against 
women as a norm exists in the United States military academies. Bayard de Volo and 
Hall (2015) presented a retrospective participant observation in which one of the authors 
attended the U.S. Air Force Academy during the 2003 crisis. they found up to 69% of 
female cadets were sexually harassed and between 9.5% and 18.8% were sexually 
assaulted (p. 865). Bayard de Volo and Hall expressed, “insider perspectives are crucial 
to understanding (and thus addressing) intra-military violence” (2015, p. 865). 
Such insider perspectives can bring light to cultural factors, such as the jodies, a 
military cadence where stanzas are chanted by the leader of the formation and repeated 
back in unison by the group to keep rhythm. One popular jodie that “involved overtly 
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sexualized means of devaluing women” sang, “I wish all the ladies were holes in the 
road, and I was the dump truck, I’d fill them with my load” (Bayard de Volo & Hall, 
2015, p. 876). Another example, among many others, includes “The S&M Man, sung to 
the tune of ‘The Candy Man’: Who can take a chain saw/Cut the bitch in two/Fuck the 
bottom half/and give the upper half to you” (Bayard de Volo & Hall, 2015, p. 493). The 
U.S. Air Force Academy also traditionally focuses on having sophomore cadets attend 
mandatory classes where women are required to wear dresses and “allow men to pull out 
their chairs, a form of training that relied on—and reinforced—notions of women as the 
delicate weaker sex and men as chivalrous protectors” (Bayard di Volo & Hall, 2015, p. 
877). 
The military also reflects its traditionalist values in policies, establishing 
appropriate ways for men and women to dress, appear, and act. Army Regulation (AR) 
670-1, Wear and Appearance of Army Uniforms and Insignia, establishes sexually 
discriminatory rules for the appearance of men and women. For example, AR 670-1 
distinguishes male haircuts from female haircuts, not allowing women to have hair 
shorter than one-quarter inch; men are not allowed to have their fingernails beyond the 
end of their finger tip, and although women are authorized to wear fingernail polish and 
makeup, men are prohibited and can be punished (Department of the Army, 2014, AR 
670-1). 
Military Cultural Integration 
Cultural integration is a vital aspect of any society and, in the military, one that 
creates a “collective, strong, and cohesive structure,” allowing particular characteristics 
and beliefs that engage an individual on a very personal level (Redmond et al., 2013, p. 
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14). For cultural integration into the military, it is especially critical that individuals are 
reinstituted to meet the needs of the corresponding institution. For the military, 
socializing “new recruits through exhaustive military training known as a degrading 
process, where leaders deconstruct the recruits’ civilian status and give them a new 
identity” (Redmond et al., 2013, p. 14). 
The military has a duty to reconstruct new recruits’ norms into those that fit the 
military’s uniformed culture, including deconstructing recruits’ original beliefs to fit 
those that align with military culture. Along with controlling their emotions, recruits are 
expected to strongly handle their emotional state of being to be more efficient soldiers 
(Redmond et al., 2013). Common thinking, or more commonly achieved “groupthink,” is 
a way of thinking that bands together small groups of individuals who commit to a 
viewpoint of “perceived group consensus, whether or not the group members believe it to 
be valid, correct, or optimal”; group formation is also strongly enforced and is 
“accomplished by cutting hair, common dress, suffering, eating, exercising and bunking 
together” (Redmond et al., 2013, p. 14; Schmidt, 2016). This level of coerced collective 
action—controlling one’s thinking, establishing a new set of values, thinking alike, 
acting, dressing, cultural vocabulary, and mass punishment—inhibit service members’ 
individuality and greatly reduce the likelihood of challenging actions that would have 
previously been outside their values and moral systems, thereby creating uniformity. 
Segal et al. (2016) defined sexist behavior as “verbal and/or nonverbal behaviors 
that convey insulting, offensive, or condescending attitudes based on the gender of the 
respondent,” affecting more than 47% of active-duty female service members (Segal et 
al., 2016, p. 34). Although high rates of sexual harassment and sexual assault are quite 
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commonplace in the military, the understanding causative factors remains mysterious and 
undetermined. However, correlating factors may provide guidance. The literature does 
suggest that a hypermasculine, antifeminine, and overtly violent culture provides a recipe 
for feminine subjugation, discrimination, and ultimately, sexual violence. 
Military Policy 
The military enacted the UCMJ after many issues became evident after World 
War II, including “punishment of court-member for unpopular verdicts, unduly harsh 
sentences on convicted service members, and unqualified defense counsel” (Brooker, 
2014, p. 10). Although few major reforms have occurred since the 1950s, “debate on the 
role of the chain of command would arise occasionally in the intervening six decades, a 
keen observer would see that the seeds of mistrust, although largely dominant for sixty 
years, have always been present” (Brooker, 2014, p. 11). The UCMJ, although 
inadequately understood by civilians and Congress (comprised of only 20% military 
veterans), Congress and the president, not military leaders, are responsible for any 
changes of the military law (Brooker, 2014). 
Uniform Code of Military Justice 
The UCMJ, a legally bound document, consists of 134 articles, including articles 
77 through 134, which are punitive; violating these articles could result in court-martial 
proceedings (Nance, 2018). A court-martial is “a temporary tribunal called into being by 
the order of a convening authority, generally a military, and often operational, 
commander” whereas a convening authority “must be a commissioned officer who derive 
authority not from rank but rather from his or her position in the alleged offender’s chain 
of command” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 186). In the UCMJ, the legalities of military life are laid 
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out to establish “good order and discipline,” including court-martial proceedings, and 
provide punitive articles establishing what is punishable behavior, aiming for each 
service member to adhere. 
Military commanders are responsible for service members’ well-being and 
discipline, and “must utilize not only positive means to achieve good order and discipline 
within their units, but also negative means … to deter misconduct, commanders require 
the capacity to impose punishment,” and it is the UCMJ that “affords this capacity” 
(Ghiotto, 2015, p. 544). In addition to the UCMJ, the MCM implements UCMJ courts-
martial procedures and “analyzes the punitive articles by providing UCMJ text, elements 
of each offense, discussion of these elements, lesser included offenses, maximum 
permissible punishments, and sample specifications” (Hoyle, 2014, p. 359). 
A major criticism of the UCMJ and MCM that has been debated for more than 6 
decades and is at the epicenter of the MST phenomenon is the military commander’s 
authority. In the early 1960s, Congress held hearings reviewing command control and the 
possibility of violations of the Fifth and Sixth Amendments, including a “plethora of 
specific concerns about individual liberties, among the most insistent complaints giving 
rise to the Uniform Code of Military Justice was that of command influence on courts-
martial” (Brooker, 2014, p. 12). The MCM “Rule 303 articulates a commander’s duty to 
investigate suspected violations of the UCMJ” and further details what specific duties and 
authority lay in the commander’s jurisdiction (Hoyle, 2014, p. 372). 
Command Authority 
A debate over whether commanders should maintain such high levels of authority 
and command involvement is at the heart of UCMJ and the MST phenomenon. Two bills 
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introduced to Congress seek to protect MST survivors; results have been quite polarized 
based on support for removing the chain of command or keeping the chain of command 
involved in the process: the Victims Protection Act of 2014, and the Military Justice 
Improvement Act, respectively (Bozarth, 2015). Senator McCaskill (D-Missouri) 
supported the Victims Protection Act of 2014 and “arrived at the opinion that the 
convening authority should be retained only after an arduous debate involving the 
opinions of key policy experts, the majority of which were women and civilians and 150 
witnesses” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 201). 
The Military Justice Improvement Act, Senate Bill 1752, endorsed by Iraq and 
Afghanistan Veterans of America, Vietnam Veterans of America , Service Women’s 
Action Network, National Women’s Law Center, Protect our Defenders, and the National 
Task Force to End Sexual and Domestic Violence Against Women, is “designed to 
professionalize how the military prosecutes serious crimes like sexual assault, and to 
remove the systemic fear that survivors of military sexual assault describe in deciding 
whether to report the crimes committed against them” (Gillibrand, 2018, para 6). This bill 
does not remove the chain of command entirely; rather, it leaves military crimes and 
crimes punishable by less than 1 year of confinement to the chain of command and leaves 
serious crimes to “independent, trained, professional military prosecutors.” Success for 
this structure was shown by the adoption of similar systems in Australia, the UK, Israel, 
and Canada (Gillibrand, 2018). This bill has been filibustered twice in the Senate. 
Military commanders, or the top of the chain of command, are commissioned 
officers or warrant officers commissioned with the branches of the military and are 
responsible for service members in their units. In the Army, for example, each 
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commander has two main responsibilities: “the mission and care for personnel and 
property” (Army Publishing Directorate, 1986, AR 600-20). Ghiotto (2015) explained 
that the powers commanders have as a result of their positionality in their units to 
maintain good order and discipline is strategic and purposefully met through the military 
policy and law: 
to ensure this authority, the military justice system involves commanders at every 
part of the process, such as directing preliminary investigations into misconduct, 
evaluating the results of investigations, disposing of cases, preferral and referral 
of charges, selecting panel members, and taking final action on both the court-
martials adjudged findings and sentence after the court-martial concludes. (p. 505) 
Commanders may be unfair in the sexual assault reporting process due to their 
close relationships with the alleged perpetrators. They also “lack the legal experience to 
handle these cases, and are operationally focused, with little time and attention available 
to investigate sex crimes” yet are the authority and responsible party for investigating and 
prosecuting violations of the UCMJ (Hoyle, 2014, p. 360). According the MCM, the 
commanding officer has four avenues of approach when an unrestricted sexual-assault 
report is made, including the following: “taking no action, (2) taking or initiating 
administrative action, (3) imposing nonjudicial punishment pursuant to Article 15 of the 
UCMJ, or (4) disposing of charges himself or delegating disposition to a superior or 
subordinate authority” (Keehn, 2014, p. 473). 
Many commanders either do not investigate or punish in nonjudicial ways, such 
as administratively, to avoid the court-martial procedures (Keehn, 2014, p. 474). By 
inappropriately addressing sexual-assault issues, “distrust and concern” build in units, 
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showing service members that such crimes are not as harshly punishable for the abusers 
and that justice will not be sought for female veteran MST survivors (Hoyle, 2014, p. 
355). 
UCMJ, Article 120 
The military commander’s role is complex, requiring enough control of their 
service members that, should they have to direct them to risk their life, no questions or 
hesitations would occur. Prior to 2007, “Article 120 of the UCMJ defined the crime of 
rape as “an act of sexual intercourse by force and without consent”, and “no offenders 
were prosecuted for ‘sexual assault’ because it did not exist in the UCMJ” (Bozarth, 
2015, p. 205; Rogowski, 2015, p. 1158). The UCMJ was vague in that service members 
who were sexually assaulted on any level were covered under Article 120, which spanned 
anything from “physical contact to forcible rape” and “unfortunately in reporting 
statistics, the numbers are rarely broken down by types of sexual assaults and the public 
is left to assume the worst” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 205). After a subcommittee from the DoD 
sought to research the effects of changing the UCMJ in 2012, they reported that “any 
rationale for significant change [would be] outweighed by the confusion and disruption 
that such change would cause” (Rogowski, 2015, p. 1159). However, larger changes 
came to the UCMJ than had seen since the reform in 1968, including Title XVII: 
Title XVII’s most significant reform provisions grant extra legal rights and 
protection to victims of sexual assault, rewrite provisions of Article 32 of the 
UCMJ, regarding preliminary hearings, and Article 60 of the UCMJ, defining the 
scope of post-trial review, require a discharge or dismissal of any Service member 
convicted of certain sex-related offenses, and institute an automatic review 
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process of COs’ decisions not to refer charges of sexual assault for trial by court-
martial. (Keehn, 2014, pp. 480–481) 
The military commander’s role has been challenged recently in Congress, 
although enjoying some support. It is an accepted argument that making changes to the 
UCMJ’s processing of sexual assault has two main issues: “how much power a 
commander has in the military justice process and the elements and factors that define the 
offense itself” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 184). When an MST survivor reports abuse, the victim 
can mark the report restricted, which is confidential, or they can file their report as 
unrestricted, initiating an investigation (Keehn, 2014). Unit commanders, who generally 
have O-3 rank and may be only 3 years into the military and out of college, had the 
authority to 
fully dispose of the charges, take administrative action (i.e. letter of reprimand), 
seek discharge of the service member, resort to non-judicial punishment under 
Article 15 (i.e. reduction in rank, forfeiture of pay, restriction to base, extra 
duties), or initiate the court-martial process to pursue criminal charges. (Hoyle, 
2014, p. 359) 
Changes were made in 2012 when Secretary of Defense Panetta declared that 
“unit commanders must report allegations of completed or attempted rape, and sexual 
assault, to an elevated commander—typically a colonel or captain” (Hoyle, 2014, p. 360). 
Another aspect of the military system that differs from the federal system and supports 
the accused is that the military system indicts individuals who commit the same crime 
together individually under what is referred to as forum selection (Ghiotto, 2015). This 
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structure allows each service member the ability to choose their trial forum, where “one 
service member may elect trial by military judge alone, whereas the other service 
member may request trial by officer and enlisted panel members” (Ghiotto, 2015, p. 540). 
This process is inconsistent and affords the accused more options that may benefit them, 
according to their situation. Yet, some believe that changes to Article 120 has “led to 
several questions of whether the protections extended to victims have gone too far in that 
they infringe on the constitutional rights of the accused” further emphasizing the 
complexity of the phenomenon and how to change the UCMJ’s emphasis on command 
authority and the rights for MST survivors and the accused (Rogowski, 2015, p. 1158). 
However, to understand the overarching problem is to understand how the military 
proceeds with a court-martial, specifically Articles 32 and 60 of the UCMJ. 
UCMJ, Article 32 
The procedures following an unrestricted report of sexual assault begin with 
Article 32 of the UCMJ, the preliminary hearing (UCMJ, 2017). This article was 
amended in 2014 through the National Defense Authorization Act (FY 2014 NDAA) 
from previous procedures requiring only an investigation and the “investigating officer 
did not have to be a judge advocate,” to now requiring a preliminary hearing establishing 
probable cause and a judge-advocate officer conducting the investigation prior to going to 
court martial (Bozarth, 2015, p. 196). This article was intended to “negate any perception 
of undue command influence when an offence is or is not taken to court-martial”; 
however, the article also details that if a judge-advocate officer is unavailable, a hearing 
officer may be used (Bozarth, 2015, p. 197). Changed through an amendment, section 
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1702a changes Article 32 of the FY 2014 NDAA from an investigation to a preliminary 
hearing and seeks to provide the system with four facets: 
(A) Determining whether there is probable cause to believe an offense has been 
committed and the accused committed the offense. 
(B) Determining whether the convening authority has court-martial jurisdiction 
over the offense and the accused. 
(C) Considering the form of charges. 
(D) Recommending the disposition that should be made of the case. (NDAA, 
2013, p. 127 STAT. 954) 
Although thought to have no civilian equal in the justice system, Corn and Hansen 
(2013) believed that the closest civilian equivalent to a preliminary hearing is a Grand 
Jury hearing. In Article 32, the accused are granted the right to be present at the Article 
32 hearing, which does not happen in a Grand Jury hearing; they 
have the right to be represented by counsel at the hearing, the right to cross-
examine witnesses, the right to object to irrelevant or privileged evidence, and the 
right to call the witnesses and introduce evidence in his defense or mitigation. 
(Corn & Hansen, 2013, p. 469; UCMJ, 2017) 
Some argue that Article 32 provides “the accused substantial due process rights” 
and others claim this article provides a low threshold of probable cause, “giving the 
convening authority very little latitude to dismiss anything and will effectively achieve 
the goal of increasing prosecutions of sexual assaults” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 197; Ghiotto, 
2015, p. 509). 
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UCMJ, Article 60 
Although Article 32 provides preliminary hearing procedures, Article 60 of the 
UCMJ allows action by the convening authority: it “allows a court-martial convening 
authority to dismiss a guilty verdict or change the specification on which an individual 
was found guilty to a lesser included offense” (Rogowski, 2015, p. 1154; UCMJ, 2017). 
This article was later reformed in the FY 2014 NDAA. While still allowing the 
convening authority to dismiss or change the charges to a lesser offense, the convening 
authority must include a written explanation of the reasons for such action and that record 
will be made part of the trial and action (UCMJ, 2017). 
This means that if the investigation and court-martial proceedings find the 
accused guilty, the court-martial convening authority can drop all charges as long as they 
include a written explanation, displaying the power of the officer corps over its service 
members and other prosecuted officers. However, one major and significant part of this 
article’s reform includes the prevention of “any convictions under Articles 120(b) and 
125 (which concern sexual assaults) from being reviewed and dismissed by a court-
martial convening authority,” including Article 120 as well (Rogowski, 2015, p. 1158, 
UCMJ, 2017). 
MST-Related Amendments to the FY 2014 NDAA 
In addition to the reform of Articles 32 and 60 of the UCMJ, extra protections 
have been passed in FY 2014 NDAA that are notable for MST survivors and accused 
service members. 
• Sec. 1701. Extension of crime victims’ rights to victims of offenses under 
the UCMJ. This section extends “the right to be reasonably protected from the 
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accused, the right to be treated with fairness and with respect” supporting the 
victim of MST (NDAA, 2013, p. 127 STAT. 952) 
• Sec. 1709. Prohibition of retaliation against members of the Armed Forces 
for reporting a criminal offense. This section, along with section 1701, seek to 
protect the victim, by prohibiting “retaliation against an alleged victim or other 
member of the Armed Forces who reports a criminal offense” including threats, 
ostracism, and taking negative personnel actions against them (NDAA, 2013, p. 
127 STAT. 962). 
• Sec. 1705. Discharge or dismissal for certain sex-related offenses and trial 
of such offenses by general courts-martial. The FY 2014 NDAA, section 1705 
mandates that, with any sexual assault court-martial, “a discharge or dismissal of 
any Service member convicted of certain sex-related offenses, and institute an 
automatic review process of CO’s decisions not to refer charges of sexual assault 
for trial by court-martial” (Hoyle, 2014, p. 481). 
• Sec. 1744. Review of decisions not to refer charges of certain sex-related 
offenses for trial by court-martial. This section aims to allow commanders to keep 
their authority, but “subjects the decision to a special review process, whereby the 
commander must provide a rationale for his decision not to prefer charges” 
(Keehn, 2014, p. 484). 
Recommendations for Reform 
Research on UCMJ reform and MST yield quite varied results; however, 
recommendations generally focus on the commander’s authority. Ghiotto (2015) believed 
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that a balance needs to be carefully made between military justice, due process, and good 
order and discipline, noting that recent amendments to Article 32 regarding the increase 
in due process “resulted in the court-martial process becoming costly and time-
consuming” forcing commanders to opt “for lesser but quicker means of punishment, 
especially nonjudicial punishment and administrative discharges” (p. 511). In Ghiotto’s 
proposed three-pronged suggestion, increases in the due-process leg created an imbalance 
as a result of seemingly unintended consequences, and removed from the commander’s 
authority the ability to maintain good order and discipline. 
Another proponent for keeping commanders in authority regarding sexual assault 
cases explained that 
if Congress is to implement a reform that effectively addresses the problem of 
sexual assault in the military by increasing reporting rates and deterring would-be 
attackers, it should seek to do so by enhancing and preserving a commander’s 
ability to enforce good order and discipline, not stripping it away. (Keehn, 2014, 
p. 486) 
Keehn stated that although reforms of the FY 2014 NDAA “are likely effective 
from a victim-centric perspective, they go too far when it comes to the reorganization of 
command structure” continuing that the “the most alarming reform for the military is 
Section 1702’s removal of commander discretion in the post-trial review process” 
(Keehn, 2014, p. 487). Keehn explained that only in a small number of cases have 
commanders abused their posttrial authority and that focus on that abuse deters reform 
from the actual problem of sexual assault in the military. 
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Hoyle (2014) and Corn and Hansen (2013) agreed that “Command 
Responsibility,” an internationally accepted military law, may be a solution to the 
problem. Corn and Hansen explained that the “doctrine of command responsibility holds 
that a commander may be criminally liable for law-of-war violations committed by forces 
under his command” and “if a commander fails to prevent, suppress, or punish law-of-
war violations that he knew existed, or recklessly or negligently failed to notice, he can 
be punished as if he committed the crimes personally” (pp. 466–467). 
Corn and Hansen (2013) explained that although the duty has been placed on 
commanders to “take action and prosecute viable rape and sexual assault cases” the 
question still remains, “what measures are in place to enforce this duty?” (p. 361). 
Countries such as the UK, Canada, Australia, Germany, and Israel have adopted versions 
“by removing the prosecution of perpetrators to an independent authority” (Corn & 
Hansen, 2013, p. 361). 
Brooker (2014) and Rogowski (2015) believed that the right approach to reform 
has not yet been used. Rogowski suggested that the approach to reform is wrong, 
suggesting “anecdotal narratives regarding individual failures” are not enough for 
sufficient systemic reform (2015, p. 1171). Rogowski recommended a technical decision-
making process that focuses on relevant stakeholders and “technical processes developed 
with industry objectives in mind are designed to produce ‘better’ products or, in this case, 
increasingly accurate convictions and dismissals” (2015, p. 1171). Brooker posited that 
due to the military culture’s focus on command authority and support by policy, the 
command may be necessary for any serious reform effort. Brooker suggested 
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approaching issues in the UCMJ with Parsons, whose book, How to Map Arguments in 
Political Science, uses four “causal logics” that explain conduct of human nature: 
For example, the debate on whether commanders should retain disciplinary 
authority under the UCMJ invokes all four types of claims. A claim that any 
rational actor would take away command authority is structural. A claim that the 
UCMJ’s rules on pretrial investigations, which made sense when enacted but, 
because of path dependence, now produce unintended, suboptimal results, is 
likely institutional. A claim that commanders simply choose to not prosecute 
sexual assault to protect their friends is likely ideational. A claim that heuristics 
caused military leaders to miss the sexual misconduct-related challenge to the 
UCMJ is psychological. (2007, p. 114) 
This process is complex; however, MST is also complex, making it a contender for 
analysis. 
A final belief is that regardless of whether the commander should have influence 
does not matter at this point because they “do not address the root of the sexual assault 
problem” (Bozarth, 2015, p. 183). Bozarth (2015) recommended that, due to such a large 
number of amendments having been made recently, “military practitioner have not fully 
explored how the newest changes will be applied in courtrooms” (p. 183). Bozarth 
concluded that “in order to impact the sexual assault issue in the military and in society as 
a whole, cultural changes must be made, as the military culture is but a reflection of the 




This chapter presented literary research representing current military policy, 
military culture, current research on MST, and academic, professional, and legal 
opinions. The military is an institution with its own culture, policy, and legal procedures 
when addressing MST, divergent from common U.S. culture. Although many changes 
have occurred in military policy, including the 2014 NDAA, military culture continues to 
reflect a hypermasculine culture controlled by military leaders and reinforced through 
trickle-down assimilation. Military policy reflects positive changes to procedures 
surrounding MST; however, a disconnection persists with the numbers of MST reports, 
the numbers that exceed reported MST, and the root cause of such high numbers in both 
categories. Female veteran MST survivors suffer sexual abuse at astonishing rates and are 
further victimized by poor leadership and a culture that is unsupportive of femininity and 
emotional vulnerability. 
Research has focused on quantitative studies that lack understanding of the how 
and why details of MST. Legal reviews focus on policy and chain of command 
involvement, but do not factor in victimology nor cultural realities. This chapter provided 
a detailed account of the problems that exist within the military surrounding MST, 





Restatement of the Purpose 
The military has unprecedented levels of MST and equally disproportionate levels 
of retaliation, sexual assault by leadership, and a history of culture that has concealed it 
for decades. Although MST reports are decreasing overall, two of three survivors do not 
come forward to disclose their trauma (DoD, 2016c). This study was designed to 
understand how leadership support in a hypermasculine military culture effects the 
experiences and perceptions of female veteran MST survivors. Through interviews of the 
lived experiences of female veteran MST survivors, this study provided insight into how 
military policies shape culture and place legally untrained commanders as the decision-
making authority in the MST-reporting process. 
Research Design 
This qualitative research study used a feminist phenomenological method to gain 
perspective and understanding of the lived experiences of female veteran MST survivors. 
Strauss and Corbin (1990) postulated that doing qualitative research is warranted “to give 
intricate details of phenomena that are difficult to convey with quantitative methods” (p. 
19). Although quantitative studies on MST have provided a starting point in 
understanding what is happening, qualitative studies are needed to discover the why and 
how. Qualitative studies are “fundamentally interpretive and includes describing the 
individual setting, analyzing data for themes, and eventually drawing conclusions about 
its meaning” (Soeker et al., 2015, p. 177). According to Sullivan and Sargeant (2011), “a 
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qualitative study is concerned with the point of view of the individual under study” 
searching for “multiple views of a context specific ‘reality’” (p. 449, p. 452). 
Phenomenology dates to the late 18th and early 19th century, rising through work 
by Husserl and Heidegger; Merleau-Ponty and Sartre further developed the concept 
(Groenewald, 2004). The main concern with phenomenology is “understanding social 
and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people involved” (Welman & 
Kruger, 1999, p. 189). Although phenomenology seeks to understand people’s lived 
experiences, feminist phenomenology seeks to understand how gender effects the 
experience. Simms and Stawarska (2013) suggested that “phenomenology is feminist as 
long as it includes questions related to gendered experience and sexual difference within 
its field of study” (p. 6). Although it is hard to pinpoint where feminist phenomenology 
began, feminist scholars such as Beauvoir, Irigaray, and Young contributed by 
recognizing that any person alive has a gendered perspective (Ryman & Fulfer, 2013). 
Population and Sample 
The size of the population of MST survivors is unknown; however, it is estimated 
that between 2012 and 2016, more than 60,000 service members experienced sexual 
assault in the military (DoD, 2016c). These numbers include men and women of all 
backgrounds. The number of female veteran MST survivors is not known, yet the 
numbers are vast. 
The sample of this study included 10 female veterans who had experienced MST 
and served in the military for more than 90 days. The requirement of serving for more 
than 90 days ensured that the veteran had enough experience with their leadership and 
military culture to provide substantive answers to the interview questions. Focusing on 
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women, the largest portion of MST survivors, the study sought to provide a better 
understanding of the gendered experience with predominantly male leadership in a 
hypermasculine military culture. Participants were recruited using a convenience sample, 
whereby the sample was expanded by “asking one informant or participant to recommend 
others for interviewing” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 46). The sampling procedure was used 
due to accessibility restrictions on military members and intentionally recruiting outside 
the VA. 
The researcher began recruiting participants by contacting first-level networks 
through the University of Utah’s Veterans Support Center, Wounded Warrior Project, 
and contacts through first-level friends and acquaintances. 
Participant eligibility included three criteria: (a) identify as a female veteran, (b) 
experienced MST, and (c) served in the military for at least 90 days. Confining the 
sample beyond these criteria would have changed the orientation of this study. Study 
participants had no other requirements of race, gender, age, discharge status, conviction 
of perpetrator, disability status with the VA, education level, rank while in the military, 
income, sexual abuse prior to or after the military, rank of perpetrator, whether they 
reported their MST, location the MST took place (i.e., bases in the United States, outside 
the United States, or in combat), or when the MST took place. 
Limitations of the Study 
This study had limitations. Accessibility to participants for this study was a 
limitation due to the availability and accessibility of service members, as contractual 
members of a government institution. The DoD had been unresponsive in 2018 through 
several attempts at contacting Army and Air National Guard, Reserve, and active-duty 
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sexual-harassment and sexual-assault representatives in offices from Washington DC to 
Maine. The study was adjusted to reach a different population, due to this limitation, 
changing the population from female MST survivors to female veteran MST survivors. 
This change limited the sample size, but may have provided more open answers as these 
veterans may have been less fearful since their ties to the military were over. 
Several changes in the military in recent years, including changes in MST 
reporting procedures, supportive resources for MST survivors, the removal of Don’t Ask 
Don’t Tell allowing LGBT individuals to serve openly, the allowance of females in 
historically male job positions, and other changes in military culture have all influenced 
military life for its service members. Access to active duty service members, especially 
those that have experienced MST, is nearly impossible for several reasons. This limits the 
understanding of the military at its current state, regarding both leadership policy and 
culture. A limitation of this study was not having enough access to female veteran MST 
survivors that have served within the last five years. 
The sensitivity of the topic of sexual trauma may have made it difficult to find 
participants who are willing to talk about their experiences. Using a convenience sample 
helped alleviate some of this difficulty as there was some level of connection between the 
secondary recruiter, the prospective participant, and the researcher, creating a certain 
level of trust. Also, potential participants were privileged to knowledge of the area of 
interest of the study but did not have a definitive question bank ahead of time. However, 
a phenomenological study is, by nature, emergent, and only came to fruition after it had 
taken place; thus, phenomenology is an inherent limitation of this type of study (Lincoln 
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& Guba, 1985). The difficulty in recruiting this population made generalizability a 
limitation of this study, as well. 
Another limitation was the reliance on self-reporting information, including their 
MST, the actions they took regarding reporting, how their chain of command reacted, and 
the outcome of their report or lack of report. The reliance on memory regarding the 
recollection of a traumatic event may have been skewed. Although military records could 
have been requested, this level of invasiveness did not meet the goals of the study. It was 
intentionally designed so that those who disclosed and did not disclose their MST would 
have a voice, regardless of whether the events had been documented. Understanding the 
perceptions of those who chose not to report was equally crucial to understanding as 
those who did report. 
Access to participants for this topic proved to be very difficult. Individuals were 
contacted several times and when interviews were scheduled, many participants did not 
respond due to anxiety. The overall intrinsic motivation to speak about this topic is low, 
however, amongst the participants in this study, there was a strong desire for justice, 
healing, and connection. This study had 10 participants, yet the eligibility criteria was 
very broad. Putting any more criteria would have severely restricted the number of 
participants available. 
A final limitation was that the researcher is a female veteran MST survivor and 
had personal bias in this study. Though it may have been a limitation, data collection and 
analysis were executed properly, with transparency and constant checking and 
understanding for bias, this became a strength of the study. Researchers tend to gravitate 
toward what interests them, what they have experience with, and where they wish to see 
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change. As Drew (2001) posited, “unless we acknowledge our already meaning-endowed 
relationships with the topics of our research, we are deluded about grasping the essence 
of any phenomenon” (p. 19). This researcher made this limitation a strength by creating 
reflective memoranda that documented any biases or emotional leanings that may have 
occurred at any point before, during, or after an interview, provided field notes that were 
taken during interviews, used a third-party transcription service to ensure accuracy and 
neutrality, corroborated statements with participants following transcription when 
needed, and detailed step-by-step data-analysis procedures. 
Delimitations of the Study 
This study included interviews with female veteran MST survivors regardless of 
whether they reported or did not report their trauma. Time in service was restricted to 
serving at least 90 days to ensure the veteran understood military culture and had 
sufficient interaction with military leadership. No geographic, age, sex, gender, sexuality, 
discharge status, or demographic restrictions were applied. 
Research Setting 
The recruitment flyer (see Appendix A) was sent to contacts to gain access to 
participants. An e-mail account through Google Gmail was set up, 
MSTstudy2019@gmail.com, for study-specific communication with participants, as the 
researcher did not have a personal office and phone line. First-level contacts provided 
contact information for the study and eligibility verification occurred through e-mail 
communication between the prospective participant and the researcher. 
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The research setting was via telephone conferencing. Due to the geographic 
variety this sample may have solicited, there were no in-person interviews, regardless of 
their proximity, to maintain consistency. 
After eligibility was verified through e-mail, a recruitment letter (see Appendix B) 
and the study’s informed-consent form (see Appendix C) was sent by e-mail through 
DocuSign, a confidential electronic service. The researcher asked prospective participants 
to read through the consent form and if they wish to continue with the study, signed 
electronically through DocuSign. The consent form was read and reviewed again at the 
beginning of the interview, with any questions answered prior to continuing. Upon 
receipt of the signed consent form, the participant’s contact information and a date and 
time for the interview was coordinated. A follow-up text message reminder was sent to 
the participant 24 hours prior, confirming that the date and time still worked. The 
researcher then called the participant at the scheduled time and conducted the interview. 
Protection of Human Subjects 
As a requirement for the University of San Francisco, an application was 
submitted to the Institutional Review Board Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS) on 
March 16, 2019 and was approved on April 6, 2019. Throughout every stage of the study, 
the privacy of all participants was kept anonymous and protected by locking files in 
locked computers and coding participants’ names in any lists or tables created during data 
collection and analysis. All specific events, positions of leaders, if connected to certain 
military units, and any other information that may have led to identifying any individual, 
including the participant, was coded. 
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The intention was to create an environment with trust and rapport built before the 
interview officially began to help the participant feel they did not need to struggle for 
power and control and be overwhelmed by fears or mistrust. This trust was built by 
disclosing the researcher’s service in the military and giving a very brief statement in the 
interview protocol (see Appendix D) to let them know that the researcher experienced 
something like their MST experience, and they were not being attacked or judged. 
Understanding the process of victimization in a hypermasculine institution was vital to 
helping them feel comfortable enough to be open about their experiences (Bell & 
Reardon, 2011). 
Instrumentation 
This researcher interviewed 10 participants. Each participant was interviewed for 
approximately 45–90 minutes, that began with an informal conversation to build rapport. 
The interview questions were semistructured; semistructured interviews are best suited 
for phenomenological studies (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Bell and Reardon (2011) 
explained that veterans with MST “seem particularly likely to have difficulties with 
hierarchies, systems, and institutions, as well as interpersonal interactions in which one 
person has power over another” (p. 39). Yet, Oakley (1981) postulated that “there is no 
intimacy without reciprocity,” suggesting that a key element of qualitative inquiry, 
especially the interview, occurs through two-way dialogue (p. 49). The interview is at the 
core of phenomenology and provided vital information to understand the intersectionality 
among MST survivors, military leadership, and military policy. The interview has gained 
increasing popularity in the last few decades, and “became a tool of modernist 
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democratization and ultimately of social reform” (Kong, Mahoney, & Plummer, 2002, p. 
240). 
An expert validation panel was used to increase the validity of the study and to 
ensure the interview questions were effective. After considerable conversation and 
revision of the interview questions with the researcher’s adviser, three additional expert 
panelists were recruited by invitation (see Appendix E) to serve on this study’s expert 
validity panel. The first member of the panel was a VA clinical psychologist from 
Minneapolis who works with veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder, MST, and other 
mental health related issues. The second panel member was an Air Force officer veteran 
and wrote a dissertation on military leadership. The third panel member was an enlisted 
Army veteran who is a female veteran MST survivor and social worker. This panelist was 
not used as a prospective participant due to a close friendship to the researcher and a 
conflict of interest. 
Panelists were sent the purpose of the study and research questions (see Appendix 
F), interview questions (see Appendix G), and a Survey/Interview Validation Rubric for 
Expert Panel by Simon (see Appendix H) and asked to provide feedback through the 
rubric within 2 weeks. Feedback was minimal yet positive and constructive. One 
panelist’s feedback suggested the researcher reword the questions to sound less direct, 
thereby lessening the vulnerability factor that may be present in many military veterans. 
Another panelist suggested the researcher reword or combine two questions to illicit less 
similar responses. Slight changes were made to the interview questions that addressed 
their wording and direction, yet they remained similar and kept original functionality. 
The interview questions for this study follow: 
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1. When you were in the military, you experienced MST. Can you please tell me 
about your experience? 
2. Can you please tell me (more) about your experience in reporting your MST, 
from your initial report through the outcome? 
3. If you reported your MST, can you please discuss how your chain of 
command responded to your report? 
4. How have your chain of command’s actions affected your life since your 
MST? 
5. How do you think your experience would have changed if your chain of 
command was not involved in the reporting process? 
6. How did the culture in the military affect you, before and after your MST? 
7. How did being a woman, or being feminine, in the military affect you? 
8. If you could change aspects of military culture regarding your MST 
experience, what would you change? 
9. Other than the MST itself, what was the most painful part(s) of the experience 
for you? 
The researcher is clearly a vital instrument in phenomenological research; indeed, 
Cypress (2017) suggested the researcher is the primary instrument in the study. The 
impact the researcher had on participants during the interview, during data collection, and 
data analysis was significant. Facets of the researcher’s involvement were essential to the 




Although it was the intention of the researcher to understand the perceptions of 
female veteran MST survivors’ experiences with their leadership and military culture, it 
was critical that this study did no harm to participants. The researcher frequently 
reminded the participant that they could stop at any time, were in control of what they 
choose to disclose, their identities were protected, and the interviewer was compassionate 
and empathetic. By providing the informed-consent form prior to the interview, the 
prospective participant knew what would be asked of them during the process. The 
researcher answered any questions about the process to provide comfort and knowledge 
to participants, thereby reducing anxiety and ensuring they were comfortable with their 
decision to engage in the study. 
Data Collection 
The researcher collected data through semistructured interviews with female 
veteran MST survivors. Interview questions were generated based on the research 
questions, with several questions added to a question bank for follow-up inquiry, based 
on responses from the participants. The following research questions were followed by 
the main interview question and additional follow-up questions that delve deeply into 
each question area of focus: 
1. What are the experiences of female veteran MST survivors with their chain of 
command/superior officers? 
• When you were in the military, you experienced MST. Can you please tell 
me about your experience? 
❖ How did you know the perpetrator? 
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❖ Where did the event happen? 
❖ Did anyone else witness the incident? 
❖ After the incident, did you tell anyone, including friends, peers, 
supervisors, commanders, mental health professionals, or anyone else? 
➢ How long after the incident did you tell someone? 
• How long after the incident before you officially reported the incident? 
• If it was more than a day, what kept you from reporting? 
❖ If you did not tell anyone, what were your reasons? 
➢ How did those you told respond when you told them? 
➢ Did you fear negative responses or retaliation prior to or after 
telling anyone? 
➢ When you reported, were you discouraged from making the report 
official? 
° By whom were you discouraged? 
• Can you please tell me (more) about your experience in reporting your 
MST, from your initial report through the outcome? 
❖ Did your chain of command follow appropriate procedures to your 
satisfaction? 
❖ Did your chain of command provide you with any resources that 
supported you through this time? 
❖ Did you seek a mental health professional for therapy of any sort after 
your MST? 
➢ If so, did your chain of command support your appointments? 
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❖ Did your chain of command ever make you feel that the incident was 
your fault? 
➢ Did anyone blame or shame you for the incident? 
❖ Did your chain of command allow you to report the incident to your 
liking, such as by giving you the option of a restricted or unrestricted 
report? 
• If you reported your MST, can you please discuss how your chain of 
command responded to your report? 
❖ What happened to the perpetrator? 
❖ What happened to you? 
❖ Did you feel a sense of justice throughout the process? 
❖ Did you have any further problems with the perpetrator? 
❖ Was your command supportive of your needs after the report was 
finally closed? 
• How have your chain of command’s actions affected your life since your 
MST? 
❖ After your MST, did you get in trouble for anything that was out of 
character for you? 
❖ Were you punished with an Article 15, a letter of reprimand, or 
discharged for your out-of-character actions after your MST? 




• How do you think your experience would have changed if your chain of 
command was not involved in the reporting process? 
❖ How do you think your experience would have changed if your chain 
of command was all female? 
❖ How do you think your experience would have changed if you were 
able to report your MST directly to a Judge Advocate General (JAG) 
representative and bypass your chain of command? 
❖ How do you think your experience would have changed if you were 
able to report your MST to a civilian lawyer? 
2. How does military culture affect female veteran MST survivors? 
• How did the culture in the military affect you, before and after your MST? 
❖ Do you feel that the military and the VA take your experience as 
seriously as they would if the rates of women being raped in the 
military were the same for men? 
➢ If not, why? 
❖ Have you ever minimized your experience with MST? 
➢ If so, do you know why? 
• If so, did any part of your experience in reporting your MST or after that 
affect the way you felt about your experience in terms of its severity? 
❖ Do you feel your image or perception of men/women has changed 
since your MST incident? 
❖ Did the processing of your incident report change any feelings you had 
about military leadership? 
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➢ Or the military criminal justice procedure? 
➢ Or the military as an institution? 
➢ Or the gender of those who processed your report? 
• How did being a woman, or being feminine, in the military affect you? 
❖ Were you harassed for being too feminine or too masculine? 
❖ What were the genders of your chain of command, from your squad 
leader to your battalion commander? 
➢ How did the gender of your chain of command affect you as a 
female? 
❖ Did the gender or race of those involved play a factor in your feelings 
or actions at any point after the MST occurred? 
• If you could change aspects of military culture regarding your MST 
experience, what would you change? 
❖ Do you feel the actions of your chain of command changed anything 
for you regarding trusting authority, achieving justice, or your outlook 
on the military? 
➢ If so, what part of the process and for what reasons? 
• Other than the MST itself, what was the most painful part(s) of the 
experience for you? 
❖ What would you tell someone that is seeking to join the military? 
➢ Would you tell a woman and man the same thing? 
° If yes, what would be different? 
66 
 
Interviews were administered and recorded, with onscreen computer recording 
and a backup digital voice recorder, and subsequently sent for verbatim transcription 
through www.Rev.com after each interview. As J. A. Smith and Osborn (2008) 
suggested, “For IPA, the level of transcription is generally at the semantic level: one 
needs to see all the words spoken including false starts; significant pauses, laughs and 
other features are also worth recording” (p. 65). Rev.com considers all their work to be 
confidential and treated the documentation in compliance with the needs of the study and 
the USF IRBPHS. 
In the first 10–15 minutes of the interview phone call, rapport was prioritized and 
any questions about informed consent were addressed. The demographic questions (see 
Appendix I) started the interview and then the researcher administered semistructured 
interview questions (see Appendix G). 
It was also important the researcher connected with the participant throughout the 
interview, being cognizant of emotion, hesitation, changes in breathing, or other factors 
that signaled an increase in their distress. Listening on multiple levels, being considerate 
of boundaries, avoiding any leading questions, and not interrupting the participant were 
all critical. The researcher maintained a balance of checking in with the participant when 
they felt overwhelmed and let the participant feel the emotion, allowing them to 
incorporate it into their experience. 
Validity and Trustworthiness 
This research design sought to establish validity by contacting participants with 
any questions regarding the transcript, the meaning of any statements, and any clarifying 
elements, so as not to make assumptions. This method, known as member checking, 
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ensured the researcher had the most accurate data for interpretation, ensuring truth value 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The aim of the researcher, regardless of their methodology 
for analysis, “is the reconstruction of the inner world of experience of the subject” 
(Ellenberger, 1958, p. 116). 
The trustworthiness of the study “refers to quality, authenticity, and truthfulness 
of findings in qualitative research” (Cypress, 2017, p. 254). This study rigorously 
collected data from participants, transcribed the data, analyzed the data for emerging 
themes exhaustively, and wrote memoranda and reflective field notes that constantly 
checked for personal bias at every stage. Transparency was at the forefront of this study, 
providing readers with undoubting confidence in the research design, collection 
procedures, and findings. 
Data Analysis 
This study employed an IPA method of data analysis, as it sought to understand 
the content and meaning given by participants (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). After each 
interview was completed, the researcher created a memorandum of reflection to 
document any biases, thoughts, or other significant information. Subsequently, the 
recorded interview electronic file was sent to a third-party confidential transcription 
service, transforming the voice of the interview into a textual document. Transcription 
took place after each interview. The following steps were taken with each transcribed 
interview to ensure each participant’s data was not initially linked, to reduce biased 
connections. 
The researcher created a password-locked color coded thematic-coding database 
in Microsoft Excel. This database housed the different levels of thematic coding used in 
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data analysis. Coding through analysis, reflection, and repetition of data included the 
following steps: initial thoughts, initial themes, subordinate themes, and superordinate 
themes. Initial thoughts were established; initial themes were then grouped into 
subordinate themes on an individual transcript basis and were supported by direct quotes 
with detailed line numbers from each transcript. After the subordinate themes were 
established from initial thoughts and initial themes, a table was made from the data and 
included the following: initial themes, subordinate themes, superordinate themes, the 
location from which they were interpreted in the transcript based on line number, and a 
supporting quotation. 
With a printed version of the transcribed document, the researcher read through 
the text at least three times to gain additional familiarity and ensured transcription 
accuracy. The researcher went through the document, line by line, and made annotations 
on the left-hand margin, noting any interesting or significant text (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 
2008). Again, the researcher reflected on the analytical process and notated any 
significant information throughout the process. These annotations were made throughout 
the entire transcription document, for all 10 transcripts. 
Returning to the beginning of the transcript, the researcher went through, 
annotating emerging themes on the right-hand margin. Although the first group of 
information is chronologically based, the next stage involved more analytical ordering 
and an attempt to find commonalities within the themes. These themes were then inputted 
into the Excel document and titled “initial themes.” 
The next stage in analysis included the analysis of initial themes as subordinate 
themes and starting to cluster them together; some emerged as themes and others began 
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to present as superordinate concepts (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008). The subordinate 
themes were inputted into the Excel document. A third reflection was inputted into the 
corresponding memorandum documenting the process and any significant elements 
relating to personal biases, emotion, or any other items of relevance. 
This process was repeated for each interview. J. A. Smith and Osborn (2008) 
posited, “Once each transcript has been analysed by the interpretative process, a final 
table of superordinate themes is constructed” (p. 74). The initial themes and subordinate 
themes were evaluated for superordinate themes. As a reflection of subordinate themes, 
the superordinate themes were inputted into an excel table and connected with the line 
number from the transcript with a direct quotation from the corresponding supporting 
transcript. 
Conducting a complete analysis separately from each transcript decreased the 
researcher’s likelihood of making inaccurate connections and gleaning conclusions prior 
to full analysis of a single transcript. 
A master table was formed as the final representation of findings for the themes 
found in this study. The themes were translated into a narrative, where “care is taken to 
distinguish clearly between what the respondent said and the analyst’s interpretation or 
account of it” (J. A. Smith & Osborn, 2008, p. 76). 
Researcher’s Background 
The researcher of this study earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in Sociology with a 
certificate in Criminal Justice from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. After 4 
years at University of Massachusetts on a Division I full athletic scholarship for 
Women’s Soccer, the researcher worked in Boston, Massachusetts, at Eaton Vance 
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Management. Determined to live life at full-capacity, the researcher left the corporate 
world for the U.S. Army where she went through Basic Training at Fort Jackson, South 
Carolina. After completing 12 weeks in Officer Candidate School at Fort Benning, 
Georgia, the researcher commissioned into the Adjutant General Officer Corps, generally 
referred to as Human Resources, or Personnel. After a number of other training schools, 
the researcher was stationed at Schofield Barracks, Oahu, Hawaii, and was assigned to a 
staff position in a support battalion as the battalion S-1 personnel officer. 
One year after arriving at Schofield Barracks, the researcher was deployed to Iraq 
in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation New Dawn. In a combat zone, the 
researcher was responsible for varying levels of personnel activities, such as awards, 
evaluations, promotions, legal and congressional inquiries, ceremonies, personnel 
accountability, supervisor to 12 enlisted and noncommissioned officers, and was the 
personal assistant to the battalion commander. A year later, the researcher returned to 
Schofield Barracks and was reassigned to a new position at the G-1 executive level 
personnel office at Fort Shafter, in Honolulu, Oahu, Hawaii. In this position, the 
researcher was responsible for tracking and managing officers’ promotions and 
deployability in the Pacific Theater of Operations and casualty operations for soldiers 
deployed to the Middle East. 
After almost 4 years in the active duty Army, the researcher left active duty and 
spent the last 5 years of military service obligation in the Inactive Reserves. Since the 
Army, the researcher has worked with homeless veterans in the Greater Boston area, 
connecting them to services such as housing, employment, and benefits. The researcher 
ran a pilot program through Massachusetts Housing and Shelter Alliance, identifying 
71 
 
systemic deficiencies in federal, state, and nonprofit organizations regarding their 
execution of programs for veterans. The researcher has also worked at Centers for 
Medicare & Medicaid Services where she supported Medicare and the Affordable Care 
Act, ensuring qualified applicants were provided timely access to their health insurance. 
The researcher graduated from the University of Massachusetts, Boston, with a 
Master of Science in Human Services degree. The researcher was also very close to 
graduating with a Master of Science in Human Resource Management; however, when 
one class short of graduating, the researchers was accepted into the doctoral program at 
the University of San Francisco. The researcher is not currently employed and is devoting 
time to dissertation research. 
The researcher experienced MST while in the military. The researcher reported 
their MST to the commander with negative consequences that included blame, threats of 
getting a poor evaluation, and threatening they would compromise the greater mission of 
their unit by moving forward with the report. The researcher aims to seek perceptions of 







The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences and perceptions of 
female veteran MST survivors with military culture and their leadership (chain of 
command, supervisor, higher ranking service members in their direct line of hierarchy, 
etc.). A phenomenological approach was chosen as best suited to explore the lived 
experiences of individuals who experienced phenomena that has not been fully 
understood. The data collection and analysis were procedurally accomplished, as stated in 
the previous chapter. 
This chapter presents the data gathered from qualitative interviews, providing 
experiential evidence of the study participants’ experiences with their leadership and 
military culture as female veteran MST survivors. Participants were recruited through a 
convenience sample, screened for eligibility, and interviews were coordinated through 
e-mail and text message communication. Over the course of 3 months of data collection, 
12 participants expressed interest in the study and met the eligibility requirements. Two 
potential participants expressed initial interest and interviews were attempted to be 
coordinated and established. One of the potential participants set up a time and did not 
answer when that time came, expressing she was busy with a child and ultimately could 
not find the time. An attempt a week later yielded no response from the individual and 
further communication attempts ceased. 
The other potential participant expressed interest and signed a letter of consent; 
however, although two e-mail communications provided the researcher’s phone number, 
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a request for her phone number, and a time of the day that was of interest, there was no 
response. Two follow up e-mails were sent with no return communication and subsequent 
further communication ceased. The study concluded with 10 participant interviews that 
were transcribed and analyzed using IPA. 
Participant Demographics 
This study included 10 participants who participated in semistructured interviews 
through telephone communication between July 2019 and September 2019. The 
researcher gathered demographic data from 10 participants, as indicated in Table 1. 
Participants ranged in age from 25 to older than 55, however, the most common age 
range was 25 to 34, with 40%. The majority of participants were heterosexual (80%), 
Caucasian (90%), and married (60%). Service members represented three branches of the 
armed forces—Army (60%), Navy (20%), and Marine Corps (20%)—and 70% currently 
held a bachelor’s degree or higher level of educational attainment. Service spanned from 
the 1980s through the present day, with most service members providing service at least 
some portion of the 2000s (80%). 
Table 1 
Participant Demographic Breakdown 
Participant Demographic Breakdown 
AGE  HIGHEST ACADEMIC LEVEL IN 
MILITARY 
 
25-34 years 4 Completed some high school 1 
35-44 years 4 High school graduate 3 
45-54 years 2 Completed some college 3 
55+ 1 Bachelor’s degree 1 
  Table continues 
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RACE  Technical degree 1 
White 9 Doctoral degree or law degree 1 
More than one race 1 HIGHEST ACADEMIC LEVEL NOW  
MARITAL STATUS  Associate degree 2 
Single (never married) 2 Bachelor’s degree 4 
Married 6 Master’s degree 2 
Divorced 2 Technical degree 1 
GENDER IDENTITY  Doctoral degree or law degree 1 
Female 10 HOUSEHOLD INCOME  
SEXUAL ORIENTATION  $25,000 to $34,999 1 
Straight/heterosexual 8 $35,000 to $49,999 3 
Gay or Lesbian 1 $50,000 to $74,999 1 
Bisexual 1 $75,000 to $99,999 4 
YEARS SERVED IN THE MILITARY  $150,000 or more 1 
1980’s 1 STATE LIVED IN PRIOR TO MILITARY  
1990’s 2 AZ 1 
2000’s 5 CA 4 
2005+ 2 KS 1 
MILITARY BRANCH OF SERVICE  NC 1 
Army 6 OH 1 
Navy 2 OR 1 
Marine Corps 2 UT 1 
DUTY STATUS WHEN IN MILITARY  STATE LIVED IN NOW  
Active duty 10 AZ 2 
  CA 3 
  NC 1 
  OR 1 
  UT 1 
  WA 1 
 
Participant Profiles 
Participant eligibility requirements included being a woman, a veteran military 
service member who served for more than 90 days in service, and who experienced MST. 
Participants all provided a unique lived experience as service members in the military 
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culture, and as MST survivors. Due to the nature of this study, participants are referenced 
as Participant X (A–J) for full confidentiality. 
Participant A 
Participant A is an Army veteran, aged 25 to 34 years old, and resides in 
California. She served in the military on active duty from 2006 to 2010, holds a technical 
degree and associate’s degree, is self-employed as a contractor, and identifies as a single, 
heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household income of between $75,000 and 
$99,999. Participant A deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
Table 2 
Participant A Experience Summary 
Participant A Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually harassed and sexually assaulted by her supervisor and various male service members 
2 She did not report MST because the perpetrator threatened her life 
3 She did not report another MST because the perpetrator was in the chain of command 
4 She isolated herself from the hypermasculine culture; the male dominated culture rejected femininity 
5 She deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom 
6 She was discharged from the military due to pregnancy 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
As detailed in Table 2, Participant A was sexually assaulted while in basic 
training by her drill sergeant, who threatened to kill her if she told anyone about the 
abuse. She was sexual harassed and assaulted multiple times throughout her career and 
believed that the culture kept her in fear of her life and safety. She isolated herself from 
other service members in her unit, blocking out people in her life, which created deeply 
rooted trust issues and an intense need to protect herself from others, and maneuvered 




Participant B is a Navy veteran, aged 45 to 54 years old, and resides in Oregon. 
She served in the military on active duty from 1985 to 1990, holds an associate’s degree 
and is a married, homosexual Caucasian female who has a household income of between 
$75,000 and $99,999. Participant B served in overseas locations throughout the world. 
Outlined in Table 3, Participant B was sexually assaulted by five individual 
service members, including one woman in basic training and four male perpetrators in her 
5 years of service. She did not report her assaults or the numerous sexually harassing 
events due to a hypermasculine, male-dominated military culture that made her fear 
career-ending reprisals, demotion, and abusive behavior; on at least one occasion, the 
perpetrator was her supervisor. Although her service in a male-dominated unit included 
daily harassment, physical degradation, and torture for being a woman, she was proud to 
serve her country and made many attempts to deal with the cultural battering. 
Table 3 
Participant B Experience Summary 
Participant B Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually assaulted 5 separate times; 1 x female, 4 x by males 
2 She did not report any MST events due to the culture, fear of reprisal; MST by direct supervisor 
3 The military culture’s good ol’ boys club rejected women 
4 Pregnancy resulted from sexual assault 
5 She was discharged for homosexual conduct, due to rejection of the perpetrator 
6 She did not seek therapy for over 20 years 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
Although men consistently harassed and provided an environment where she felt 
constant discrimination as a women, she believed female supervisors were equally 
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corrupt. Participant B was discharged from the military after a superior who assaulted and 
impregnated her did not like her persistent rejection of him. She was discharged 
honorably under homosexual misconduct. 
Participant C 
Participant C is a Marine Corps veteran, aged 25 to 34 years old, and resides in 
Oregon. She served in the military on active duty from 2003 to 2010, holds a bachelor’s 
degree, and identifies as a single, bisexual Caucasian female who has a household income 
of between $35,000 and $49,999. Participant C deployed to Afghanistan in support of 
Operation Enduring Freedom. 
Participant C was sexually assaulted and sodomized her first year in the military 
by a service member who outranked her by three ranks (E-3 to E-6). During the assault in 
her room on a military base, the fire alarm went off and the perpetrator continued 
throughout the alarm, only stopping when knocks on the door came to alert them to leave 
the building. She did not report the MST, due to a culture that was victim blaming, 
shaming, culturally isolating, and career ending for those who reported. Participant C 
recalled a damaging aspect of her experience was the disbelief by military psychologists, 
VA psychologists, and the betrayal she felt following her repeated attempts to seek 




Participant C Experience Summary 
Participant C Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually assaulted by a higher ranking service member 
2 Sexual harassment was normalized due to the severity of assault 
3 She did not report MSTs due to fear of reprisal and retaliation for underage drinking 
4 She was deployed to Afghanistan in support of Operation Enduring Freedom 
5 She felt betrayed due to disbelief by military personnel, the VA, and her family 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
She though the year she was in Afghanistan, being bombed daily, had very little 
effect on her compared to the MST and the constant cultural torment she endured 
throughout her military career. Participant C served honorably in the Marines for 7 years 
and has struggled with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)/MST for the last 15 years, 
affecting her employability, relationships, and physical and mental health. 
Participant D 
Participant D is an Army veteran, aged 55 years old or older, and resides in 
California. She served in the military on active duty from 1991 to 1995, holds a Ph.D. in 
Psychology, and identifies as a married, heterosexual Caucasian female who has a 
household income of between $35,000 and $49,999. Participant D deployed to the 
Persian Gulf in support of Operation Desert Storm. 
As outlined in Table 5, Participant D was sexually assaulted and sexually 
harassed by a lower ranking service member who continued the abuse for a prolonged 
period. She reported her MST to her direct supervisor and other levels of her chain of 
command on multiple occasions with a negative, unsupportive response. She was 
betrayed by an immediate supervisor who was previously a friend, in whom she trusted 
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and confided only to be shut down, threatening that it might make him look bad. Just 
previously returned home from being deployed to Desert Storm, Participant D feared for 
her life and made plans in case this perpetrator ended up killing her; this was a choice she 
felt was easier than going absent without leave, which was her only other valid choice at 
the time. 
Table 5 
Participant D Experience Summary 
Participant D Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually harassed and sexually assaulted by a lower ranking man 
2 She reported the MST and received a victim-blaming response from the chain of command 
3 She believed the perpetrator would eventually kill her 
4 She experienced betrayal from a negative reporting experience that was deeply traumatizing 
5 She deployed to the Persian Gulf in support of Operation Desert Storm 
6 The military culture would not allow for her career 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
After continued reporting, her chain of command made Participant D the 
perpetrator’s direct supervisor, requiring her to counsel, evaluate performance, and have a 
close relationship for the next year. The perpetrator never received charges or punishment 
for his sexual abuse and was transferred to a new duty station. Participant D was 
discharged honorably and has struggled with PTSD/MST for the last 25 years, affecting 
her employability, relationships, and physical and mental health. 
Participant E 
Participant E is an Army veteran and current Army Reservist, aged 35 to 44, and 
resides in Oregon. She served in the military on active duty from 2000 to 2014 and 
continues to serve in the Army Reserves. She has a bachelor’s degree and is currently a 
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Sexual Harassment and Sexual Assault Response victim advocate in the Army Reserves. 
She is a married heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household income of between 
$50,000 and $74,999. 
Participant E was drugged, sexually assaulted, and sodomized by her higher 
ranking supervisor in the barracks on an Army post. When she initially reported her 
assault on the Friday it happened, she was told she needed to wait until Monday, when 
her leadership came back to work (see Table 6). When she reported the abuse to her chain 
of command, they told her that it was her fault for taking medication from her supervisor 
and blamed her for the assault, disregarding the crime that was committed. With severe 
bruises around her neck for 3 weeks, Participant E put on make up on to hide her bruises 
to protect herself from ridicule and shame from other service members and the pain of 
betrayal by her command. 
Table 6 
Participant E Experience Summary 
Participant E Experience Summary 
1 She was drugged and sexually assaulted by a supervisor 
2 She reported to the chain of command and received a negative, victim-blaming response 
3 The perpetrator received no consequences 
4 She applied make up to bruises on her neck that lasted for weeks, out of shame 
5 She was traumatized by the military rape culture 
6 She served 14 years on active duty, deployed twice to the Persian Gulf; she currently serves in the 
Reserves 
 
She then had to work under this supervisor for the next year and a half until he 
was stationed elsewhere, pretending she was okay and the event never happened. 
Participant E deployed twice, including one deployment to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and 
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Kuwait, and one deployment to Afghanistan in support of Operation Enduring Freedom. 
Participant E stated that the chain of command should not be involved in the sexual-
assault reporting process and when perpetrators are administratively separated to avoid 
court martial, they are given no consequences that will allow the public to know they are 
sexual offenders. She reflected that the military is its own community, protecting itself 
from outside intervention and those inside from having civilian protections. 
Participant F 
Participant F is a Marine Corps veteran, aged 35 to 44, and resides in Utah. She 
served in the military on active duty from 2001 to 2005, has a bachelor’s degree, and 
works as a nurse. She is a divorced heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household 
income of between $35,000 and $49,999. 
Participant F was sexually harassed and sexually assaulted by multiple higher 
ranking service members throughout her career in the Marine Corps. Although fearful of 
retaliation and being transferred out of her unit, she grew too overwhelmed by the abuse 
and decided to report her trauma (see Table 7). She reported the attempted rape to her 
chain of command and was told they could not do anything because they did not know 
the identity of the perpetrator. The chain of command did not provide her with further 
options or resources for support. 
Participant F did not seek help or talk about her trauma for 17 years; her decision 
to seek help came from not being able to deal with the symptoms of her trauma any 
longer and a pressing fear that she might commit suicide. Her MST, combined with the 
hypermasculine military culture compounding her trauma, forced her to end her military 
career, one where she felt very proud to serve her country. She was discharged honorably 
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from the military yet has continued to struggle with physical and mental health symptoms 
as a result of her sexual trauma and betrayal by leadership. 
Table 7 
Participant F Experience Summary 
Participant F Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually harassed and sexually assaulted by multiple service members, including her 
supervisor 
2 She reported attempted rape and was disregarded 
3 The military hypermasculine culture destroyed her dreams of a military career 
4 She sought help after 17 years out of fear of committing suicide 
5 The hypermasculine culture compounded the pain of MST and betrayal from reporting 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
Participant G 
Participant G is an Army veteran and current Army Reservist, aged 35 to 44, and 
resides in Arizona. She served in the military on active duty from 2001 to 2008 and 
deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. She has a bachelor’s degree and 
is a single heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household income of $150,000 or 
more. 
Participant G was severely sexually harassed by her supervisor while in Kuwait 
and reported the abuse to her chain of command. Her chain of command responded 
positively to the report and the perpetrator was transferred to a new unit. However, very 
quickly, news of her report spread through the unit and she was isolated and socially 
ostracized and cast out of unit cohesion. Participant G was then sexually assaulted by two 
service members while walking home from her midnight shift on a forward operating 
base in Iraq. Due to her negative experience with her unit, culturally and socially, she did 




Participant G Experience Summary 
Participant G Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually harassed and assaulted while deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom 
2 She reported the harassment with positive chain of command response; then the military culture 
isolated her 
3 She was sexually assaulted and did not report, due to negative experiences following the 1st report 
4 The hypermasculine culture forced her to isolate and shut out the world 
5 Gossip and a systemic lack of values for victim advocacy ruined her career 
6 She was injured in Iraq and forced to be medically discharged 
 
Participant G recalled the social stigmas that plagued MST survivors overall in 
the military and how they caused her to shut down, lose all trust, and force apart any 
camaraderie that is thought to underlie military culture. She felt reminded constantly of 
being a women, not part of the good ol’ boys club, and not being able to eat at the dining 
hall while in Iraq because of the sexually harassing behavior of the males. Also, while 
battle buddies are enforced for female sexual safety, Participant G recalled that her 
location in Iraq had so few women that it was impossible for her to have a female battle 
buddy. 
Through struggles with abusive relationships, alcohol abuse, and extreme PTSD 
symptoms, Participant G felt she lost herself for many years. She has been able to 
overcome many of her struggles but admitted to now finally loving herself and being able 
to move forward with her life. She reflected that having an independent reporting channel 
would help MST survivors and not take away from the power of the chain of command. 




Participant H is a retired Navy veteran, aged 45 to 54 years old, and resides in 
North Carolina. She served in the military on active duty from 1993 to 2014 and 
deployed in support of foreign operations while stationed on a Navy vessel. She has a 
master’s degree and is a married heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household 
income of between $75,000 and $99,999. 
Participant H was sexually assaulted with an object by her supervisor at an off-
post apartment (see Table 9). As a young single mother and Naval service member, 
Participant H was seeing her supervisor in a romantic relationship. However, after a 
consensual sexual encounter, her supervisor forcefully assaulted her with an object and 
attacked her in his home. Out of fear of losing her career, professional and social reprisal 
for dating her supervisor, and a hypermasculine culture that stigmatized sexual deviance, 
she did not report her MST. 
Table 9 
Participant H Experience Summary 
Participant H Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually assaulted with an object by supervisor 
2 She did not report, due to the unaccepting culture and fear of retaliation 
3 She served on a Navy ship with only 50 other women 
4 Female service members were objectified as sexual bodies; not accepted as equals 
5 She sought mental health treatment after 25 years, due to intolerable anxiety and PTSD 
6 She retired from military, saw much cultural change, but realized victim advocacy is still not valued 
Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder. 
For more than 25 years, she did not seek help for her MST, yet has experienced 
many PTSD/MST symptoms that affected her life and damaged her self-worth. In a 
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culture where she was not wanted or welcomed as a woman on a Naval vessel, constant 
de-personification and sexual degradation steered her toward sexual promiscuity and a 
severe deviance from her morals and values. Participant H stated that the chain of 
command should not be involved in the military-sexual-assault reporting process and the 
military needs trained victim advocates who are unbiased and specialized. She retired 
after 21 years of Naval service. 
Participant I 
Participant I is an Army veteran, aged 25 to 34, and resides in Arizona. She 
served in the military on active duty from 2008 to 2012 and deployed to Afghanistan in 
support of Operation Enduring Freedom. She has an associate’s degree and is a married, 
heterosexual Caucasian female who has a household income of between $25,000 and 
$34,999. 
Participant I was sexually assaulted and sexually harassed throughout her military 
service (see Table 10). After reporting her sexual assault, her positive experience with 
reporting through her chain of command turned to retraumatization and torment as she 
was forced to take the stand in a court martial proceeding when she was 7 months 
pregnant. The experience deteriorated as she was unsure if the pregnancy was due to the 
assault and subsequent stalking from the perpetrator, who followed her to other duty 




Participant I Experience Summary 
Participant I Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually assaulted and sexually harassed by a peer service member 
2 She reported with a positive experience with chain of command 
3 She was retraumatized and put on the Court Martial stand while pregnant, months later 
4 She used sexuality to her advantage after prolonged hypermasculine abuse 
5 She deployed to Afghanistan in support of Operation Enduring Freedom 
 
Through repeated negative sexual encounters and harassment, filled with 
degrading remarks by male service members, Participant I began sexually engaging with 
higher ranking service members to regain power that she believed she had no other way 
to obtain. After deploying to Afghanistan and trying to put her sexual assault in the past, 
she was again stationed where the incident took place. Participant I reflected that she 
continues to struggle with substantially gainful employment, relationships, and mental 
and physical health issues as a result of her MST. 
Participant J 
Participant J is an Army veteran, aged 25 to 34, and resides in California. She 
served in the military on active duty from 2004 to 2008 and continued to serve in the 
Army Reserves from 2009 to 2016. She deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. She has a master’s degree in and is a married, heterosexual African American 
and Pacific Islander woman who has a household income of between $75,000 and 
$99,999. 
Participant J was sexually assaulted during her deployment to Iraq and sexually 
harassed on multiple occasions during her service in the military (see Table 11). She did 
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not report her sexual assault due to an untrusting leadership environment and 
unsupportive culture in her unit. 
Table 11 
Participant J Experience Summary 
Participant J Experience Summary 
1 She was sexually assaulted while deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom 
2 She did not report MST due to the unaccepting culture and lack of trust in leadership 
3 The hypermasculine male culture forces women to constantly be reactionary and feel small 
4 The military needs policies protecting women’s sexual safety 
5 She is seeking mental health treatment for MST after 14 years 
Note. MST = military sexual trauma. 
Her belief that reporting would lead to reprisal forced her to suppress the 
traumatic event, isolating her with fear, instilling distrust of men, peers, and leadership, 
and led to hyperfocused attention on personal safety. Participant J expressed that the 
military needs to change policies to support women’s safety, including harsher 
reprimands for sexual harassment and different normative channels of support than the 
unit chaplain. She reported she continues to struggle with her MST, trusting relationships 
with men, and protection of her body, and still has not gone through therapy for her 
trauma after 15 years. Participant J is a mental health counselor and works with veterans, 
yet feels her personal trauma is the hardest to approach. 
Research Questions Findings 
The research questions established for this phenomenological study guided the 
interview questions developed through intensive analytical research and feedback from 
an expert panel of relevant participants. This study was grounded in two research 
questions that explored the lived experiences of female veteran MST survivors: 
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1. What are the experiences of female veteran MST survivors with their chain of 
command/superior officers? 
2. How does military culture affect female veteran MST survivors? 
Through the collection of 10 participant interviews that ranged in length between 
45 minutes and 90 minutes, data were collected and analyzed using IPA, resulting in four 
superordinate themes. Reflected in Figure 4, these themes included the following 
superordinate themes: reporting procedures, leadership corruption, hypermasculine 
military culture, and effects of MST. 
 




Research Question 1 Findings 
The experiences of the 10 female veteran MST survivor participants with their 
chain of command/superior officers varied; however, many commonalities in experience 
emerged. 
Participant Did Not Report MST 
Of the 10 participants, five chose not to report their MST to their chain of 
command/superior officers. Of these participants (Participants A, B, C, H, and J), the 
reasons for not reporting included fear of retaliation, threat of their career ending, being 
transferred out of their unit, being demoted, being treated poorly prior to their MST and 
not trusting their leadership, being threatened by their perpetrator, having their 
perpetrator be a part of their leadership, believing their chain of command was corrupt, 
and believing nothing would happen if they did report. 
Participant A. Participant A started her military career by being sexually assaulted 
by a drill sergeant and was threatened if she told anyone. She stated, “my drill said he 
would kill me if I said anything, and he had all of my information. So I was like, yeah he 
would probably do that. So yeah.” This threat silenced her from reporting this event, and 
subsequent sexual harassment and assault that she experienced while in the United States 
and while deployed to Iraq. 
Participant B. Participant B was sexually assaulted by five different perpetrators 
while in the military and did not report to her chain of command. The first sexual assault 
came in basic training and was perpetrated by a female service member, just weeks after 
joining the military. As a woman who grew up in Kansas, she already had fears about her 
own sexuality, and this sexual assault was not only traumatic, but also confusing for her. 
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She recalled, “The first one was a female before I came out as a lesbian. Yeah, I was 
scared to death I thought I was going to get kicked out so I didn’t report it.” She also 
described being fearful of losing her career, “I thought I’d be kicked out of the military 
for that, well, back in the day you would have.” Beyond repercussions from her chain of 
command, when asked if any perpetrators were in her leadership she responded, “Yeah, 
most definitely. In Cuba, one individual was my direct supervisor,” adding to the 
complexity of reporting. 
Participant C. Participant C did not report her sexual assault for a few reasons: 
I didn’t tell because he was in a position of power, and I knew he was friends with 
my staff that already showed dislike for me, and I was afraid that I was going to 
be kicked out of the military, something that I worked really hard to get into. It’s 
this one incident, you know, and I was underage drinking, and ... I’m not saying 
back then, but yeah, back in 2004, there was more chance of it being your fault 
and people blaming you than blaming the person that did it to you. 
Participant C noted that she believed that if she did report, she would be asked 
victim-blaming questions such as, ““What were you doing there?”, “Why were you 
drinking?”, instead of, “Why was he there, and why did he rape you?” When asked if she 
saw any positive outcomes for female MST survivors when they reported she replied, 
“No. For the woman, no.” 
Participant H. For Participant H, after being sexually assaulted, reporting was not 
an option in her mind, as she explained, “I didn’t really know how to feel because this 
was earlier in my career and it was in the ‘90s and reporting just wasn’t really ... they 
didn’t make you feel like it was an option.” She continued to explain: 
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No. I didn’t tell anyone. And at the time I was a single mother. I had a three year 
old. I’m trying to think if he was either two or three at the time that it happened. 
So, I just went home and I poured everything into being with my son basically. I 
tried to pretend like it was just a date gone wrong or something. I didn’t tell 
anybody, I didn’t report it, I didn’t tell anyone. Nobody knew. 
She explains that being a woman, the Navy of the 1990s was an unwelcoming 
place, stating, 
I even had a guy say to me when I was just an E1 or an E2 and he told me that I 
shouldn’t even be in the navy, that I should be barefoot, pregnant and in the 
kitchen. So, in the ‘90s, it was tough. It’s tough now, I know that. 
Participant J. After being sexually assaulted while deployed to Iraq, Participant J 
did not report her MST due to lack of trust and safety, stating, 
I didn’t tell my leadership because they’re ... I mean the way our deployment was 
it was so fast. It was just like there was no unity. You know it was like everyone 
was off to themselves. And I didn’t feel safe in my leadership anyway. 
She explained that things have not necessarily gotten any better since her MST, recalling 
that “even when you were there 13 years ago, you know you don’t have this support of 
command. You don’t have a supportive military.” 
Participant J stated another reason she did not report was due to privacy and 
confidentiality. She stated, “we both know everyone says that there’s confidentiality. 
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Someone is going to leak something out. And then before you know it it’s like a forest 
fire and everyone knows what happened.” 
Participant Reported MST with Negative Response From the Chain of Command 
Three of the 10 participants did report their MST to their chain of command but 
had a negative experience. Participants D, E, and F reported their MST with varying 
degrees of response from their chain of command. 
Participant D. Participant D was sexually harassed and then sexually assaulted by 
a lower ranking individual while in a remote location in the woods for a training exercise 
while on active duty. After a few weeks, she saw the same individual sexually harassing 
other female service members and then reported her abuse to a higher ranking officer in 
her chain of command. She had known this officer for years prior to her commission in 
the military, as they graduated from school together and she was friends with his wife. 
Participant D reported, 
And his response to me was, “I recruited both you and the sergeant. And if you 
can’t get along, it makes me look bad.” Even though I told him in detail what had 
happened as well as what else I saw. 
This abuse continued and Participant D reported it again, to a higher level in her 
chain of command and then a lateral officer, who again was ranked as a Colonel (O-5). 
This abuse went on for months, forcing her to fear for her life while the chain of 
command moved her office to a remote, secluded section of the hospital and forced her to 
be his direct supervisor. Participant D was continuously belittled and yelled at when 
reporting and no consequences came for the perpetrator. 
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Participant E. Participant E was sexually assaulted vaginally and sodomized by 
her platoon sergeant just a year after she enlisted into the military. The platoon sergeant, 
a higher-ranking supervisor by three ranks, gave her a pill to take to help her sleep in her 
barracks room on a military base just after she just arrived at her first duty station. 
Participant E woke up to being assaulted and when she went to tell CQ (a 24-hour desk 
for emergencies), she was told that because it was a weekend she would have to wait 
until Monday to report to her chain of command. On Monday, she went to her chain of 
command, recalling the following: 
They essentially told me that I would be ruffling too many feathers, and maybe I 
shouldn’t have taken the sleeping pill from my platoon sergeant because you’re 
not supposed to take prescription medication from somebody else. They 
essentially said that it was my fault. 
For the next 3 weeks, Participant E recalled putting make up on her neck to cover 
her bruises from her supervisor choking her during the sexual assault. Even though her 
chain of command knew and physically could see she was violently attacked, they did 
nothing in response. She had to work directly under this individual for the next year and a 
half, pretending the event did not happen and was forced to respect and follow the orders 
of this noncommissioned officer as her higher ranking leader. 
Participant F. Participant F was sexually assaulted multiple times by a higher 
ranking service member in her chain of command; however, she did not report all the 
events. As abuse continued by different service members throughout her career in the 
Marine Corps, after one attempted rape, she was sufficiently overwhelmed that she felt 
she had to report the event. Her reasons for not reporting prior to this event were 
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described as “The retaliation, I didn’t want to be transferred out of my unit. Just didn’t 
want any of that,” adding, “I knew it was a possibility. There had been some females that 
had sexual trauma happen to them but they were kind of seen as the shitbags, so they 
were transferred out.” 
When she reported to her chain of command, she recalled, “They couldn’t do 
anything because I didn’t know the guy’s last name or what unit he was with.” When 
further prompted by the researcher, asking if they were sensitive to what she was 
reporting, Participant F responded, “They just kind of blew me off.” Participant F also 
recalled that although no one ever verbalized that MST survivors should not report, it was 
more indirect. She stated, “I don’t think it was like verbally said, but there was that 
presence of, “We’re just going to retaliate,” or protect their own, really.” 
Reporting MST: Mixed Responses by Leadership and Military Culture 
Two of the 10 participants reported their MST with a supportive response by their 
chain of command/supervisors during one of their reports, but a negative experience with 
another report. This category includes Participants G and I. 
Participant I. Participant I reported her sexual assault because police officers 
raided the hotel room on a military base in South Korea, leading to the perpetrator being 
charged with crimes, including homicide, drug dealing, and rape. Although her chain of 
command was supportive, she was retraumatized and scrutinized on the stand of a court 
martial trial while 7 months pregnant, which was not a supportive process. During the 
process, Participant I recalled, “Yep. I was there, he was there, he stared at me, smug as 
hell the entire time because he knew he was going to get off for everything. And he did.” 
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Her perpetrator had all charges dismissed except drug charges, was discharged 
from the military, but continued to stalk her because he thought her baby, might be his 
child. Participant I believes her chain of command was only supportive because it was a 
high-profile case and his other charges forced a full investigation. Participant I 
experienced MST again in Afghanistan by means of quid pro quo harassment, recalling 
the event: 
I was being harassed, desperate to have my name changed, my husband was 
cheating on me. And everybody refused to allow me to change my name and TO 
said, “I’ll change your name if you do this.” And I was just so tired of everybody 
in my platoon harassing me. And I did but it didn’t stop. He didn’t do it. He kept 
coming back over and over and over again. And then got me in trouble because I 
was seeing somebody. 
Participant G. Participant G reported an MST event with a supportive response 
from her chain of command, however, was stigmatized and socially isolated in her unit. 
Months later, when she was sexually assaulted in Iraq, due to the negative social and 
cultural response of her first reporting experience, she did not report this event. When she 
was deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Participant G was sexually harassed 
by her supervisor for weeks while going through processing in Kuwait. With support 
from her 1st Sergeant (E-8), the individual was transferred to a new unit and the 
harassment by the individual ended, but soon everyone found out that she reported and 
made her life very difficult. She recalled that after her sexual assault, life was hard 
enough: “I was just so much worse that, I was you know, in my head it was going to 
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make everything else so. You know what I mean, like, the way I was treated, after would 
be so much worse.” 
Should Chain of Command Be Involved in MST Reporting? 
Throughout participant interviews, difficulty with reporting to the chain of 
command arose. Whether the participant reported or did not report, issues with the chain 
of command were central to the experience and had a great impact on participants’ 
abilities to move forward with their lives. Each participant was prompted with a question 
as to their opinion of whether the chain of command should be a part of the MST-
reporting process. 
No. Seven of the 10 participants believed the chain of command should not be 
involved in the MST reporting procedures: Participants A, B, C, E, F, G, and H. These 
participants believed an independent party would help alleviate issues with MST 
reporting including fear of career-ending reprisal, in-house corruption, protecting those in 
leadership positions, and further traumatizing MST survivors through victim blaming, 
shaming, and confidentiality. 
Participant A believed an independent reporting channel for MST reporting would 
“be awesome in a way” and recalled corruption even in military legal (Judge Advocate 
General): 
That sounds like just because of what I was telling you about our JAG officers 
giving that information, nothing to do with MST, but different ... it was 
relationship wise, and they gave him the report because, and it basically looked 
like oh well I guess I was just tattling on him. Now he’s going to be a dick to me, 
and I’m here with our supply sergeant so we didn’t get anymore food. We didn’t 
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get anymore gear and stuff, because again guys had to tell me we were in Iraq so 
it’s like okay thanks guys. Thank you. 
Participant A described an environment where retaliation occurred at many levels, 
beyond MST reporting, and outlined the inhouse corruption in its walls. 
Participant B described a similar feeling, stating, 
No, it’s good. Because, you know, the military covers all. The military doesn’t 
say shit. And I can’t be, I mean, I had to take it up the chain of command, 
especially in the good ole’ boys. Or gals club. 
Participant C agreed with the notion of an independent unbiased reporting 
procedure outside of the chain of command, stating that reporting “would have been a lot 
easier. Because I would’ve felt that they were on my side and not. … Because people that 
I work with every day should not be in control of my life.” Reporting to the chain of 
command comes with a deep and real fear that by being sexually assaulted or harassed 
and reporting it could end their career, cause demotion, socially stigmatize them, thus 
ending their career, and cause social isolation and deep rooted beliefs about their MST. 
Participant E, an Army Reservist Sexual Assault and Sexual Response 
Representative, felt strongly that the chain of command should not have influence in the 
MST-reporting process, vehemently stating the following: 
I 110% believe chain of command should never be involved in reporting, ever. 
Especially of all the years that I’ve seen stuff going on, and heard stuff, I think 
they’re biased a lot, and then partial to someone. Could they afford to lose that 
person? I think that it should be handled by civilians. 
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Participant F agreed that a neutral reporting party would be of benefit to service 
members, suggesting the chain of command would not lose any power by being removed 
from the process: 
Yeah, I think that the chain of command will still have power and control. But I 
think for those of us who have suffered, like yourself and I, being that a lot of 
these were people from my chain of command to who I was supposed to report 
things to or were buddy-buddy with people that were doing this, and I think that 
they would have protected their buddies or themselves at any cost and deny it, and 
it’s his word against ours. So a neutral party I think would have been much more 
desirable. 
Participant G, although she had a positive experience at first in reporting to her 
chain of command, believed that the social stigma undermined the process and desire to 
report: 
I think having an independent person is better because there’s so much on people. 
Now granted, I did have. … My first sergeant, dude he like. … It was fantastic. 
He came up with it, right. But, having an independent person to report to, you 
know obviously I’m sure at some point it’s like high school. Everyone knows 
everything and there’s always gossiping and what not. But, at least there’s 
freedom for the individual to report without fear of repercussions and then from 
there be their choice. But, starting there I think is hugely important because 
people don’t. … Honestly, I don’t know if I know of any females that didn’t deal 
with some sort of. … But then also because, I think there’s a lot of … being free 
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to report and then also there’s such a stigma of the culture of guys assuming that... 
I don’t know how to try to say what I’m saying. 
Participant H was not quite certain whether removing the chain of command 
would fix the problems that arise, as humans have a tendency for bias, no matter their 
position. However, Participant H thought that having a neutral person would be of 
benefit: 
You just don’t know the human factor. So, I feel like, honestly, removing the 
chain of command from the equation, I feel like would probably be. … I don’t 
know if it would be better or not because there needs to be accountability held for 
the person who committed this crime. So, if this person is going to report what 
happens to them then the person that did it to them, of course there needs to be an 
investigation. You can’t just trust the word, I understand that, there has to be an 
investigative process but I do feel like probably taking the chain of command out 
of that and having an unbiased investigative process and reporting process would 
definitely be better. 
Yes, to some extent. Participants D and I believed that the chain of command 
should be involved at some level, but that the current process is not ideal. These 
participants thought that the chain of command should have some level of independent 
oversight and understood they have the power and need to be responsible for enforcing 
rules and regulations. 
Participant D explained that although she believes the chain of command should 
be involved, an unbiased party should provide oversight. 
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I think the chain of command still needs to be involved. Because they’re the ones 
with the power. But I think that there should be an independent oversight involved 
at some level. Because I don’t trust that the chain will do anything except try to 
make itself look good. And honestly, in the civilian world I’m not sure I would 
trust that either. I just think it should be policed. I mean, I think the chain of 
command in the military needs to be involved, but I also think there should be a 
dual outside oversight of it that it’s somebody that totally doesn’t benefit or lose 
based on what happens in a particular unit. And it could be even that they, well, I 
won’t say they could be in the military because they could. Because people know 
each other and the military’s kind of a small community in some ways. So I don’t 
think they’d get an independent one. I think they need somebody outside of the 
military independently reviewing the chain of command and the reports and 
making recommendations, at the very least. … But I think if you just booted out, 
then you don’t have the chain of command support and a lot of different things 
are hard to enforce. And/or I also think the chain of command would be more 
interested in trying to stifle things too, in any way they could, and discourage 
reporting. I think they need to be involved, but I also think there needs to be 
oversight. 
Participant I was unsure of what was best, but knew for sure, “I think to an extent 
they should be. But, I don’t think anybody should have that much power.” 
It does not matter. Participant J believed it does not matter if the chain of 
command is involved because the culture is ultimately unsupportive and most women do 
not report MST because they feel untrusting of their environment already. Participant J 
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suggested that, for some people, no matter who they could report to, their need for 
privacy would be more important. When asked if reporting to a third party or even 
military Judge Advocate General would have changed her thoughts about not reporting 
her MST, she responded, 
Probably not. I don’t know. I think that’s just maybe part of my personality too. 
Like being strong and feeling like, I mean obviously I told you I haven’t even 
talked about this in fricking … I don’t know, 13 years. 
Research Question 2 Findings 
Many concepts emerged that provided perceptions and insights to Research 
Question 2, which sought to understand how military culture effects female MST 
survivors. Participants reported the military culture had an intensely damaging impact on 
their lives, from gender norms and cultural beliefs constructed in the military before the 
MST, when considering reporting their MST, living their lives in the military following 
the MST, and their lives after MST in the civilian world. Figure 5 shows the relationship 
that occurs at different levels and cyclically affects female veteran MST survivors before 
MST on a cultural level, during the MST event, and subsequent symptoms that arise from 
sexual assault and harassment, reporting to their supervisors who are often the 
perpetrators, and life after MST that is unsupportive and compounds their trauma. 
Participants varied in their experiences; however, all participants recalled some level of a 
negative environment for female service members and described effects contributing to 




Figure 5. Cycle of trauma. 
 
Hypermasculine Military Culture 
Military culture had a significant impact on participants in several categories: 
• Hostile environment for female service members 
• Male service members are sexually degrading to female service members 
• Good ol’ boys club 
• Female service members are labeled as bitches, sluts, or lesbians 
• A rape culture 
• Sexually harassment is tolerated because it is better than sexual assault 
• MST survivors are forced to be silent and cannot heal from trauma 
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These categories are consistent with a hypermasculine culture, defined in Chapters 1 and 
2 of this dissertation. 
Participant A recalled an environment in which men treated women differently, 
leading to other requests: 
Our guys, they treated us like women, but not equals, and if something was heavy, 
they would, like oh I got that. That was nice because that how he is, but at the 
same time its like, dude I can do it too. No worries. But then they would do stuff 
because they had an ulterior motive for sure. 
Participant B reflected on her time in the military when she was pregnant and was 
punished for having a doctor’s appointment: 
And then one day, I had to go to the doctor’s office, my supervisor shows up, and 
I wasn’t there to open up the tool room and he got pissed off at me, and busted in 
the door for no reason. And then after that, that same day, he made me pour 
concrete, get on my hands and knees and pour concrete while I’m pregnant. And 
my stomach was in it. 
The harassment for Participant B continued throughout her career, affecting her 
ability to be promoted, stating “I was E-5. I would have it made it further, but yeah, you 
know, scenarios. I didn’t not make rank for my lack of ability to do my job. It was the 
harassment. Yeah, it was pretty bad.” 
Participant B admitted that women are limited to how they could act in the 
military, recalling, “so, you know they say, you’re either a bitch or a whore in the 
military, as a woman. You only have those two options kind of thing.” Participant C 
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recalled knowing about the military culture before even joining, suggesting that female 
service members are categorized into three categories: bitch, slut, or lesbian. She stated, 
“So, before even joining, I was told, and I don’t know if you’ve heard this, you’re either a 
butch, a bitch or a, whore.” Participant E expressed a similar stereotyping of women as 
“sluts, bitches, and lesbians.” She remembered how women were viewed: 
There were three types of women in the military. Sluts, bitches, and lesbians. 
Those were the three, that’s what you heard. You’re either a bitch, a slut, or a 
lesbian. That’s why you don’t want to have sex with dudes, or you’re just a prude 
and a bitch, or yep, you give it up, so if you want some, go down the hall to room 
212, give her a few wine coolers and you’re good to go. 
Participant E, while still in the Army Reserves, believed the military is especially 
hard on female service members, blaming MST survivors for their assaults, stating, “back 
in those days it was 110% the victim’s fault. “Why were you wearing a short skirt? Who 
told you you should dress sexy? Because you’re asking for it.” 
Participant F thought men in the military never gave her a chance. She stated, “Oh 
yeah, all the time, because I was just born a female and wanted to do a male’s job, even 
though they didn’t want us there. They made that well-known pretty much daily.” She 
added, “Well, I feel that I had to prove myself daily and do my job way better than 
anybody else could, just to prove that I could do it and that I could be there.” 
Participant G felt similarly, remembering how in Iraq she did not go to eat 
because she felt unsafe, stating “I never ate in the dining facility. You walk in there and 
there’s a big fucking table, 50 of them and they really all would just turn, literally turn 
their chairs and stare at you.” Participant H felt unwelcome in the military as a women 
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from early in her career, recalling “I even had a guy say to me when I was just an E1 or 
an E2 and he told me that I shouldn’t even be in the navy, that I should be barefoot, 
pregnant and in the kitchen.” She also felt that the culture blames the woman for the 
assault, making them feel it is their fault: 
Yeah, as a woman you can’t go to college nowadays, you can’t join the military 
and feel safe. You can’t walk down the street at night by yourself because if you 
do that and something happens to you, you’re the one that’s stupid. 
Participant I felt that military culture promotes military service members 
assaulting other service members, stating, “If you can’t get it from a soldier, you might as 
well take it instead of pay for it because like you said most people don’t report it.” 
Participant J felt that male service members were looking for more when they were 
interacting, and women may have taken advantage of that: 
I think some women play up to that and they’ll get them to do certain things. You 
know again there’s that fine line. Are you my friend or are you trying to have sex 
with me? Or trying to get a sexual favor? 
This dramatic difference is a part of the dichotomy in hypermasculine culture, forcing 
masculine traits one way, thereby forcing femininity to be directed the other way. 
Post-MST Fallout 
After socialization in a hypermasculine culture, participants were plagued with 
the decision of whether to report or not report their abuse. Reports of experience and 
symptomology following MST in participants were consistently negative and 
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compounded their trauma, regardless of whether or not they reported their abuse. This 
phase is considered post-MST fallout. 
Participants reported their lives following MST, after continuing in the military 
and into subsequent years as a civilian, through the present day. Remaining in military 
culture intensified symptoms by reaffirming negative beliefs, avoiding mental health 
counseling, practicing poor coping mechanisms, and maintaining hypermasculine beliefs 
about women and sexual deviance. 
All participants report experiencing long-lasting symptomatic affect from their 
MST. MST is an event (or events), whereas PTSD is the disorder that often results from 
MST. PTSD can become worse through betrayal trauma, retraumatization, or 
compounding, and prolonged exposure reinforces the negative event. Participants 
reported several symptoms that resulted from their MST, as shown in Table 12. 
Table 12 
Symptoms of Military Sexual Trauma Reported by Participants 
Symptoms of MST Reported by Participants 
Social Isolation Anger 
Substance Abuse Intense Overall Fear 
Sexual Promiscuity Panic Attacks 
Depression Lack of Trust 
Anxiety Unstable Relationships 
Mood instability Pushing People Away 
Emotion Dysregulation Avoidance 
Physical Health Problems Difficulty with Intimacy 
Personality Changes Loss of Career 
Intense Shame Thoughts/Attempts of Suicide 
Low Self-Worth Hypervigilance 
Loss of Control Need to Regain Control 




Participants focused on varying levels of details regarding their symptomology, 
yet they experienced strong focus on difficulty with not being able to actively heal from 
their MST, due to military culture. Eventually participants ended their careers for the 
following reasons: intolerance of military culture (4), medical discharge (2), discharge for 
homosexual conduct as a form of reprisal (1), and retirement (1); Participant E was the 
only participant who continues to serve actively in the Army Reserves. 
Participant A described an environment after MST where “You feel like you have 
to just survive it and you have to keep going.” Her experience led her to social isolation 
where she sought safety, admitting, “For the longest time I just blocked every person out 
of my unit that I could. I have those on Facebook. … And then my best friend that was in 
the military, we don’t really talk anymore.” Her attempts to deal with her symptoms led 
her to struggles with alcohol, where she “ended up taking two shots of tequila” when 
needing to talk about her MST. She struggled with her mood and depression but has 
worked through these constant efforts: 
For me, if I didn’t want to go to the gym anymore or, if I just wanted to stay in 
bed I would completely do the opposite and I would make myself go to the gym 
and as soon as I was like all right this is what I’m supposed to be doing, and my 
mood is completely different. 
Participant A has continued to struggle with trusting people, confirming “I don’t 
trust too many people actually. I can be really close to people but not trust them, and I 
literally only work with women now.” Her lack of trust in men has also limited her ability 
to work with them or with men as her supervisors, stating, “I purposely now work for 
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myself. I work inside a salon, but I am in charge of myself. And my boss is a woman but 
the only thing that she’s in charge of is getting rent from me.” 
Participant B struggled with MSTs and experienced persistent harassment by male 
and female service members throughout her time in the military. She stated, “Suicide is 
an ongoing battle I have. Ever since being assaulted, I mean” confirming that she had 
sought mental health counseling after 20 years of remaining silent about her abuse, due to 
fear of taking her own life. She discussed deep levels of shame that kept her relationship 
with her father limited for decades due. Participant B was discharged from the Navy after 
she was raped by her supervisor, became pregnant by him, and through persistent 
rejection, he retaliated by initiating discharge due to homosexual conduct. She explained 
with a heavy voice, “I had all this shame, you know, getting kicked out for being a 
lesbian, you know, getting kicked out for sexual trauma. All that shit adds up on you, you 
know?” She added that, at times throughout her life, she has been devastatingly affected 
by her trauma, struggling to find compassion: 
I think some of the shame came out and shit, I don’t know. And last time it 
happened I was working for a Nationwide, I was at the call center, and I got a 
phone call and the voice triggered some, it sounded like one of the jerks that did 
what they did to me, and I just went into a meltdown, I don’t know. Didn’t know 
where I was at, bashed my head, but I called my therapist, she sent me into an in-
patient program and, you know, and it was not easy because part of that when I 
was there, one of the guys looked like one of my attackers. I told, it was just a bad 
situation to do with … but the lady that was brought out was like “Oh.” She didn’t 
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give a crap about all that shit. It was like another attacker. So you know, when 
you seek to get help, too, it also kind of triggers shit. 
Participant C discussed her struggles with relationships, feeling broken and 
needing to explain to her partners why and how she could be triggered, and how 
confusing it is that she feels so much more affected by her MST than being in 
Afghanistan for a year. She stated, “but something so traumatic as almost dying from 
gunshots or bombs should definitely, you would think that would be more precedent in 
your mind than being sexually assaulted by a shit fucking person,” adding “I signed up 
for war. I didn’t sign up to be brutally raped.” She continued to explain that her pain was 
largely rooted in disbelief and the shame that comes with not believing a victim: 
But what I did tell someone years later, it was not taken seriously. … It was a 
mental health provider at my last duty station. I wouldn’t say I reported it, but I 
confided in people, but then I also kept it to myself because I was afraid that it 
would still come back to me, that that person was still out there. 
Participant C adds that after being sexually assaulted, her next duty station was 
comparably different, stating, “My other duty stations, it was great. There was sexual 
harassment, but again, it’s not as bad as the other thing.” 
Participant D has continued to struggle with her MST and subsequent betrayal by 
her chain of command. She reported social isolation, an extreme lack of trust, 
dissociation, and a loss of both military and professional careers, even though she 
obtained her Ph.D. prior to military service in 1991. As a victim of childhood abuse as 
well as MST, she remembered the depth to which this event affected her: 
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It is. I mean, it’s a betrayal trauma. And I think for me, the reason it was so bad is 
that I survived my childhood abuse by believing that when I was an adult, I would 
have credibility. People would believe me and would help me if I ever got 
attacked. And that just crashed that. And it was a devastating thing for me. I 
mean, it changed the direction of my life, unfortunately. 
Participant D explained that her fear deepened due to not being able to get out of 
the military, and being forced to stay in the abusive situation with no one helping her. She 
explained how the military obligation had severe impacts on her: 
I think I would have been more likely to report because I don’t think my career 
would have been as much on the line. And I would have known that I could walk 
away from that job. Whereas in the military, I had to live with it. And I was still 
under obligation. I had no control over where I reported for work. And it could be 
with these people. And they could order me out in the field with the guy again. I 
mean, there was more fear of reporting in the military because I couldn’t just 
leave. … I felt very trapped, my exact train of thoughts were, “If I refuse to go to 
work, I would be [absent without leave] and could go to prison, and I’d be even 
more susceptible to this kind of thing. More at risk.” And so I definitely had that 
feeling, And when I left the military, it was to escape being trapped in a work 
situation that felt dangerous. That I could at least, as a civilian, leave. And that 
was my reason for leaving the military. 
Participant D’s struggle over 25 years later has left her unemployable and 
isolated, feeling that our current society is retraumatizing and a valid threat to her safety. 
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Pretty much after that, I started withdrawing from everyone. I just literally ... I 
know when I was up there, I was saying I had no friends and hadn’t had for a long 
time. And that was pretty, like I said, that was a turning point. I just did not trust 
people or friends. Because literally everybody who’s ever hurt me has been 
family or somebody I knew well. And then the chain of command response was 
just adding to that sort of betrayal thing. So no, I just withdrew, and I literally 
have not had good friendships. And it’s been a lot of years of the routine of fake it 
til you make it. One of the things that first time I was there [an inpatient program 
for PTSD] that was the thing that helped me cope the most was the idea that for 
today, the risk of me being assaulted again is low. And so I kind of believed that, 
that the risk wasn’t that high. And then the MeToo movement really showed me 
that it isn’t that it’s a low risk. And I started to look up statistics and I started to 
look up re-victimization statistics. And I couldn’t rely on that belief anymore. I 
didn’t believe it. So, I started having more and more problems. 
Participant E experienced MST, reported to her chain of command, and was 
forced to drop the report, like it had not happened. She explained how shame built for her 
after having to hide physically assaulting marks evident on her neck: 
I know that I had hand marks around my neck for like, three weeks, and I felt so 
foolish, so I piled on makeup because that’s what I had to do because you can’t 
talk about it. You shouldn’t talk about it. 
This trauma of sexual abuse and being physically choked while it happened 
deeply affected Participant E, a decade later, making her feel broken, stating, “Yeah. 
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Who’s going to want me after I can’t have people touching my neck? How do you 
explain that to someone?” Participant E, while still in the Army Reserves serving as a 
victim advocate, expressed her concern that perpetrators continue to go without 
consequences: 
If you look up any of the reports, because they put out reports annually, they let 
these soldiers walk away. They get kicked out of the military other than 
honorable, so eventually they can change that to honorable. They don’t have to 
register as a sex offender. These soldiers, the guy was drinking, the girl was 
drinking, were they drinking, weren’t they drinking. They just allow these soldiers 
to just leave the military. Just leave. And with no punishment and walk in the 
civilian world. It’s not going to happen to another male or female victim? Was it a 
one time, oh my God, I shouldn’t have done that, I have learned my lesson? But it 
shouldn’t even take that one time. I personally don’t think I was the only victim of 
my platoon sergeant. I think he did that to a lot of people, but I think he got away 
with it and I think he knew he could get away with it. The chain of command, 
very uneducated. Unfortunately, sometimes it’s the chain of command that does 
the sexual assaults and the sexual harassment, because it’s part of the upbringing 
of us. 
Participant F experienced MST throughout her enlistment, when she was 18 to 22 
years old. Her MST occurred in 2003 and just recently, in 2019, started to seek help, 
stating, “You know, now I’m seeking the help that I need because I don’t want to end up 
as one of the 22 a day.” The reference to 22 a day is a highly popularized statistic that has 
been used by several nonprofit organizations and social movements for veteran-suicide 
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awareness, such as Mission 22 and 22KILL. Participant F admitted, “just getting out of 
bed sometimes is a struggle. Yeah. Everyday.” When asked about her thoughts on staying 
in instead of being discharged, she stated, 
I was pregnant when I got out and they wanted to medically keep me in and I’m 
like, “No.” Just even the thought of a couple months was unbearable. I went back, 
you know, I just hit 18 years in July of going to boot camp, and just thinking 
about, “Wow, in two years I could retire.” … Four years was too much. At the 
beginning I was, “Yeah, I’m going to do 20, get that government retirement.” 
Yeah, no. 
Participant F described her most painful aspect of the experience besides the MST 
itself: “The lack of response to the accusations and not just through the command but 
through the VA and some family.” Her attempt to report and seek mental health 
counseling further devastated her, as she said, “I’d tried to tell somebody years ago, 
probably like 10 years ago, but it was a male and I don’t think he wanted to or understood 
what was going on. Sadly, it was a psychologist, at the VA.” She further described 
gaining empathy for those who have experienced sexual trauma, as she may have not 
always had such compassionate insight: 
I grew up in Utah very culturally, it was a huge culture shock to say the least, 
because I pretty much lived under a rock where things like this weren’t even 
talked about. I remember somebody in high school claiming they were raped and 
you just don’t believe them, and now I have a whole different respect. If I could 
go back and find her and remember who she was, I would totally reach out and be 
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like, “I’m sorry if I wasn’t there for you or didn’t believe you. I just didn’t know 
what to think.” 
Participant G joined the military in 2001 and was in basic training when the 
9/11/2001 attack happened. A few years later, she deployed to Iraq and experienced MST 
twice while deployed, resulting in two very different scenarios. She explained a post-
MST experience where “people were looking at me like it was my fault,” where she was 
stigmatized, socially isolated, and walked around in fear. She described walking around 
in Iraq, stating “I had a knife. I would hold it in my hand” and there were so few female 
service members that she could not possibly have a battle buddy to walk with for the 
entire year she was deployed. 
She remembered struggling when she got out of the military, realizing that she did 
not fully understand what she had gone through: 
I didn’t, I worked for a little bit right when I first got back. But I couldn’t drive a 
car, like I had severe anxiety, PTSD and all of that stuff. I couldn’t go to the 
grocery store, I couldn’t make eye contact, so I had to get to where I was able to 
drive again by myself. I literally shut the world out. I did sort of live in the bottom 
of a vodka bottle for a couple of years. It wasn’t until all that realizing, I didn’t 
know that I was not okay for a long time. That’s how much it, you know. Yeah, it 
was pretty bad. Yeah, now granted I wouldn’t be where I was today if my life 
hadn’t gone the way it did as bad as it was, and I love exactly where I am. 
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Participant H felt the painful effects of her MST on many levels for the past 25 
years. While she continued to serve 21 years and after she retired from the Navy, she may 
have avoided her emotional trauma by focusing on her career. She recalled, 
I wanted to be successful. And I did that in spite of my MST and I’m really 
thankful for that because even though my personal life was probably crumbling, 
in my professional life it seemed to fuel me, I guess. 
After being assaulted, Participant H had to live with the trauma associated with 
the assault, was unable to report her abuse, and contracted herpes, which is a persistent 
reminder of the trauma. She also described a culture she had to endure, putting her safety 
constantly at risk: 
I mean, it was tough because not all the males on the ship do this but a lot of them 
looked at you like you’re a piece of meat. And if you’re under way for six to eight 
months at a time and here you are and like I said, I was on a small ship, I don’t 
know how it is on a big ship like a carrier or something where you have 5,000 
people 5 to 7,000 people that on a small ship of 300 to 350 people, they’re 
looking at you like you’re a piece of meat and you just … sometimes you feel like 
you have to tell them no but in a flirty kind of way. It feels like you’re trying not 
to anger them or make them feel rejected so that you can go on living your best 
life without having to worry about somebody, I don’t know, attacking you when 
the lights go out in the ship. 
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The degrading and depersonalizing sexual comments eventual led to sexual 
promiscuity and unhealthy relationships, leaving Participant H with extreme guilt and 
deeply rooted low self-worth: 
I feel like a real low point where I did sleep around. And I equated sex with love 
and I thought guys were supposed to treat me bad. And that that was okay because 
I willingly went on a date with him or I willingly went out with him so it just 
automatically was supposed to end in … and I didn’t talk to anybody about it, I 
didn’t get any help for what happened to me. And it was traumatic. It’s bad 
enough when somebody attacks you with their own body but when they attack 
you with something else … long time, I had a huge issue with relationships. I was 
always drawn to people who were not going to treat me good because I didn’t feel 
like I deserved it. 
Participant I struggled with her sexual assault and harassment, leaving her with 
chronic PTSD, memory problems, and difficulty with employment. She describes her 
ongoing torment by her perpetrator, detailing the following years: 
The man from Korea, it didn’t end in Korea. The military didn’t tell me he got 
out. He showed up at my next duty station. He knew I was pregnant and he asked 
to see my daughter. That was before I knew if he was her father or not. And for 
about two years after that I got continuous phone calls. 
In a hypermasculine environment where female service members were often 
belittled and degraded for their feminine characteristics and traits, Participant I explained 
she acted more aggressively than other participants. She reflected, 
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I’ve had multiple NCOs that have tried to have inappropriate relations with me 
and then try to pull the NCO card. So, it was okay when you wanted something 
from me but now that I want something or need your help, oh, I’m too good 
because I’m an NCO and blah, blah, blah. And it’s not just that, from lieutenant 
colonels on down, I know first-hand of inappropriate relations that were had from 
full birds and everything. I mean, I’m not proud of it but it got to the point where 
after Korea and after Afghanistan, it was like you tech up but you don’t tech down 
kind of thing. If I was going to do something or do someone, I was going to make 
it worth it because if I slept with a lieutenant or a full bird or an E7 or a warren 
officer, they have pull. And if they were married, then I had more pull. Taking 
control back because my life was fucked up. And nobody cared. So I was going to 
take control back. And I was going to sleep up, not down, to make sure that I 
could play that card if I ever needed to. 
Participant I used her sexuality in an exploitative way to gain control, after control 
was taken from her. She admitted to continuing the behavior after getting out of the 
military, admitting, “It’s how I survived when I got out, too. It didn’t stop when I was in 
the military. … It was like I was stuck on survive and I have been for a while.” Her life in 
survival mode has rendered her disabled with her husband designated as her caregiver. 
She admitted, “A lot of day to day stuff I don’t remember to do anymore. My husband’s 
my caregiver. And I forget simple stuff like I forget to brush my teeth, I forget to eat.” 
Participant J has suffered from post-MST fallout for more than 15 years. She has 
focused her career on mental health counseling, obtaining a master’s degree with a focus 
on military mental health; however, she has still not received treatment for her MST. She 
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remembered feeling disturbed by realizing that friends and peers can have very different 
things going on inside their heads, stating, “Just to think you’re at war, you know and 
these people are supposed to protect you. And this is the fucking sick shit that they’re 
thinking about doing to a friend.” This level of fear and distrust drove her to isolate and 
distance from most people, making safety a priority. 
Participant J summarized her feelings after her MST: 
I think it made me feel small. Smaller than what I was expecting, meaning, like at 
the end of the day you can still wear the same uniform as your male battle 
buddies. And yet you’re still a woman and not an equal. Its pretty unfortunate… 
there’s a lot of mistrust and moral injury too. 
Participant J remembered having to maneuver the sexual-harassment commentary 
to remain on some level in good standing with the good ol’ boys club, essentially 
continuing the harassment process: 
Like men will say stuff, you know just shit that’s not appropriate. And then 
because you don’t want to be looked at as this weak female or someone who’s 
like you know, only follow the rules or just one of those, you know you don’t 
really say much. You’ll just play it off, or you’ll have to come back with a sexual 
joke back that them. 
Participant J described her changes in behavior that became noticeable to her 
family, after she got out of the military and returned home: 
119 
 
And so for me that’s just how it was then. But I know my mom has made a lot of 
comments when I got out. She was like, “You know you’re just so angry.” And 
always yelling. And always agitated.” And I actually wasn’t until I have a kid that 
my mom said I’m more gentle. And I don’t yell as much and I seem more calm. 
But yeah when I got back and I got out, I was active duty. I drank a lot, I went to 
the bar any day of the week. It didn’t really matter. It was just like I was in a funk, 
you know? 
Participant J realized she has to get help at this point in her life, as the trauma and 
avoidance continue to impact her. Having experience in mental health counseling has 
given her confidence that people are there for her: 
If you comfort and it’s like well, I mean it’s here, I dealt with it before. I can deal 
with it a little bit longer. But in all honesty, your mind is not recovering. I just feel 
like now is the time where you know I just need to trust that there are 
professionals out there that can provide me with support. 
Several participants report feeling connected to other veterans with PTSD and 
MST, helping them feel more inclined to socialize, seek mental health counseling, be 
physical active, and attend retreats, often held by the Wounded Warrior Project. They 
believed that connecting with other MST survivors helped them feel less alone, 




SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the experiences of 
female veteran MST survivors with their leadership and understand how military culture 
affects these individuals. This study sought to solicit lived experiences from those who 
served in the military culture, witnessing first-hand how survivors of sexual trauma are 
treated. Through semistructured interviews, 10 participants shared stories of their military 
service, MST, reporting their abuse, and the retribution that came as a result. Previous 
studies indicated that MST survivors experience hardships with and by their leadership 
and military culture, when attempting to report their sexual abuse. Chapter 4 presented 
the perceptions of the 10 participants with their leadership and how military culture 
affected their overall experience. This chapter presents discussion and conclusions of the 
findings, including implications and recommendations, based on thematic analysis using 
IPA. 
Discussion and Conclusions 
The findings from this study were presented in Chapter 4, detailing the lived 
experiences and words expressed through interviews with female veteran MST survivors. 
Although they were the lived experiences and perceptions of participants, they cannot be 
generalized to the larger population of female veteran MST survivors due to the limited 
sample size (N = 10). However, participants had varying backgrounds across military 
branches, demographics, and MST, and yet, their experiences with leadership and 
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military culture were a shared common experience, filled with the same negative 
characteristics and traumatic outcomes for these survivors. 
Research Question 1 
Research Question 1 was, What are the experiences of female veteran MST 
survivors with their chain of command/superior officers? This study found that this 
sample of female veteran MST survivors had devastatingly negative experiences with 
their chain of command. Their experiences began prior to their MST in many cases, 
believing the command climate swayed their decision of whether or not to report their 
MST. Five participants chose not to report their abuse, whereas the other five reported 
with traumatizing responses. All participants were unable to properly heal from the 
traumatic abuse and subsequent retraumatization that came with having to live, work, and 
at times remain submissive and obedient under a supervisor who committed such 
offenses. 
In a DoD report (2018), an environment where service member’s leadership took 
“less responsibility for preventing sexual assault, encouraging reporting, or creating a 
climate based on mutual respect,” increased the odds of sexual assault, which was higher 
for women than for men (p. 12). This report provided a direct reflection of a male-
dominated military, with a vast majority of men in leadership positions, creating an 
environment that promulgated a rape culture by promoting behaviors associated with 
increasing sexual deviance. Men may be committing these acts of abuse to gain social 
status among other men, not necessarily only dominance over the women who are their 
victims. Whether through a culture supported by leadership or individual leaders, the 
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experiences reported by participants in this study showed damaging affects by hegemonic 
hypermasculine traits. 
Many participants were abused by their direct supervisor, making reporting more 
difficult and the continuation of life as they knew it more devastating. An important and 
complex concept with military hierarchy and power is that when someone has a higher 
rank, the lower ranking individual is forced to comply. This format puts all lower ranking 
service members at risk for abuse by higher ranking service members; this hierarchy was 
a topic of concern when reporting for several participants. This structure creates a power 
struggle for the MST survivor and recreates their trauma everyday as they must live and 
work while maintaining their obedience to their abuser. 
Participants reported consistent harassment from their supervisors, attempted 
assaults, completed assaults, and retaliation when rejecting quid pro quo sexual 
harassment. They described environments in which they were physically isolated, 
drugged, raped with objects, choked, and threatened with death. In addition to these 
atrocities, these participants were forced to deal with their trauma in silence while 
working full time in war zones, with their perpetrator as their supervisor, and survive the 
repercussions. 
Participants reported blatant rejection of their MST reports, regardless of the 
physical evidence, finding blame and forcing shame to drive out those who did not 
conform to the male-dominated culture. The lack of trust and protection from one’s chain 
of command placed participants in an ostracized, fearful place that led to ending their 
careers in the military. Leaving the military did not end the pain and suffering from MST 
for participants. This study showed that although military policy, UCMJ, dictates the 
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reporting procedures for MST, which includes multiple levels of support and options for 
survivors, these participants did not experience what is laid out in policy. 
Study findings aligned with the results from a study by Burns et al. (2014), 
finding MST survivors “attributed low MST reporting to negative reactions and blame 
from peers and supervisors, concerns about confidentiality, and stigma” (p. 345). 
Similarly, in a study by Katz, Huffman, and Cojucar (2016) on female veterans who 
experienced military sexual assault, 60% of perpetrators were the participants’ 
supervisors, 52% had to continue working with the perpetrator, and 52% of participants’ 
MST led them to premature discharge from their military careers. These two studies were 
qualitative semistructured telephone interviews of women who experienced MST. 
Leadership 
Every participant in this study detailed their experience with their leadership. This 
discussion came through various avenues, including why they did not report their MST, 
that their supervisor was the perpetrator, or how their leadership reacted negatively when 
they tried to report. One exception was Participant G, who reported her sexual 
harassment to her higher level supervisor with a positive outcome. However, the person 
who was sexually harassing her was her direct supervisor and afterward transferred out of 
their unit; her social stigmatization and isolation by her unit was so strong that when she 
was raped by two service members months later, she refused to report the abuse. 
Data showed participants who did not report their MST to their leadership did so 
due to fear of reprisal with situations ranging from being threatened with death, loss of 
career, stigmatization, demotion or punishment (reprisal), the supervisor being the 
perpetrator, becoming pregnant due to the rape, and ostracism. Those who did report their 
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MST had negative experiences including victim blaming by their leadership, shaming, 
taking no action, betrayal, and being culturally stigmatized, socially isolated, and 
harassed. The military has specific words for these types of behaviors described by the 
participants. In an annual report titled, Department of Defense Annual Report on Sexual 
Assault in the Military Fiscal Year 2018, under a subheading titled Addressing Sexual 
Assault-Related Retaliation, the report describes the following: 
Department research continues to find that some Service members experience 
unhelpful reactions and negative outcomes associated with reporting a sexual 
assault. Victims associate these reactions from superiors, co-workers, and peers 
with experiences of social exclusion, career disruption, and unfavorable personnel 
actions. Military law and policy prohibit Service members from retaliation, 
ostracism, and maltreatment associated with protected communication, such as 
disclosing a sexual assault report. Retaliatory behavior by the chain of command 
that impacts Service members’ professional opportunities may constitute reprisal. 
Ostracism is behavior that excludes a person from social acceptance in an effort to 
deter someone from making a report or participating in the military justice 
process. Maltreatment includes acts of cruelty or oppression to the reporter, 
including physical or psychological force or threat of force. Substantiating an 
allegation of reprisal, ostracism, or maltreatment requires a detailed investigation 
that develops sufficient evidence to meet elements of proof established in law. 
The Department aims to prevent these prohibited behaviors, as well as the full 
spectrum of unprofessional behavior and negative outcomes associated with 
reporting sexual misconduct. (2018, p. 20) 
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These three behaviors were the focus of all participants, the basis of the reasons they did 
not report, and the explanations of why they were deeply traumatized by the reporting 
process. 
Leadership holds a very important position in the lives of subordinates in any 
organization. The power and control that higher ranking service members have over 
lower ranking members, especially those in their chain of command, makes those power 
relationships incredibly influential and raises the potentiality for abuse. Military 
leadership was a consistent topic by participants when describing the fears associated 
with reporting. Participants described not wanting to report or reprisal from reporting due 
to fears they would be blamed for other surrounding events such as underage drinking, 
dating their supervisor, taking unprescribed medication from their supervisor, or 
intensifying harassment. 
As Participant C recalled her leadership climate, “my leadership was not well. 
They were doing very non-Marine-like things. The higher staff was sleeping with the 
younger staff, there was drugs, there was drinking. It was just very corrupt.” Participant B 
was raped and impregnated by her supervisor, then discharge for homosexual misconduct 
when she refused further advances. She continued, 
There was a lot of people there doing bad things, in Antigua, they kept a guy that 
was beating the crap out of his wife and a drug smuggler and they kept in a guy 
that was busted for drugs. 
Participant A was assaulted by her first sergeant, platoon sergeant, and platoon leader, all 
in her chain of command, but did not report these incidents because, in basic training, she 
was sexually assaulted and threatened to be killed if she reported. 
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Leaders have a responsibility to care for the safety and well-being of their 
subordinate service members. When they abuse this obligation, they need to be held 
accountable; presently, they are not and perpetuate the cycle. Leaders have the 
responsibility to create an environment that gives service members the perception that the 
leader supports MST survivors coming forward to report. Failing to provide that 
supportive environment is equally neglectful as blaming, shaming, retaliating, or 
otherwise negatively responding to MST survivors. Participants who did not report 
discussed trust issues and the severity of other PTSD symptoms the same as participants 
who did report, showing that the leader’s response and the environment response may be 
similarly damaging. 
Betrayal Trauma 
A common subtheme of leadership included betrayal trauma. According to 
Goldsmith, Freyd, and DePrince (2012), betrayal trauma is “trauma perpetrated by 
someone with whom a victim is close” that affects one’s safety and security and “is 
strongly associated with a range of negative psychological and physical health outcomes” 
(p. 547). Betrayal trauma relates to participant experiences in two ways: (a) betrayal of 
MST survivors who were sexually abused by their supervisors (b) betrayal by their 
supervisors who rejected their MST report and further traumatized them when they were 
in a position to protect their safety and well-being. These scenarios serve as interpersonal 
betrayal and institutional betrayal. 
Institutional betrayal is a form of betrayal trauma carried out by an institution on 
individuals who rely on that institution for safety, but instead inflict harm and 
psychological distress (C. P. Smith & Freyd, 2014). An example of institutional betrayal 
127 
 
is when an institution receives a report of sexual assault and fails to submit the report, 
fails to further protect the victim, fails to admonish violent behaviors associated with the 
report, or fails to prevent retaliation against the victim of the crime. These behaviors align 
with the findings reported by this study’s participants. In a 2016 study on perceptions of 
institutional betrayal among veterans with MST (N = 49), results showed two thirds of 
participants believed that the military institutional response to MST reporting was 
insufficient and they “no longer felt valued or in [a situation in] which continued 
membership was difficult” (Monteith et al., 2016, p. 743). 
Many of the participants in this study expressed being incapable of further serving 
in the military after their MST and the treatment they received from leadership and 
through cultural response. Several other participants also reported that when they tried to 
discuss their MST at the VA, they were not believed or asked for medical records, and 
felt their trauma resurface. Participant C recalled her fight with the VA that she took to 
her Congressman: 
I’m sick and tired of the military and the VA trying to sweep what happened to 
me underneath the rug. I want someone to take responsibility of it, saying, “It 
should’ve been prevented. It should never have happened.” Yeah, they can’t 
control every single fucking person, but they can control the culture of it being 
okay and allowed. 
Sexual harassment and sexual assault may be a way for a hegemonic 
hypermasculine culture, such as the military, to maintain its gender heteronormativity, 
traditionalist ways, and further continue its way of life. West and Zimmerman (1987) 
suggested that sexual harassment was a way of punishing those who were gender 
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nonconformists. The military may use its hypermasculine culture and sexual harassment 
as a means to socialize its service members, casting out those who do not conform to 
socially promote those that speak in traditional ways and are strong and masculine. This 
notion can be applied when participants reflected that female leadership was very harsh 
and damaging throughout the reporting process. Participant H reflected of her time in 
leadership as a woman, having to work twice as hard and having to strategically 
maneuver one’s actions to fit into the culture. 
In a study on relationships between military leadership behavior and risk of sexual 
assault, respondents answered “often or always” to “serving your chain of command 
indicated that you could exchange sex for privileges or promotion” (59.1%), “serving in 
your chain of command made sexually demeaning comments to you” (42.0%), “did not 
exhibit support for service members seeking mental health care, such as PTSD” (31.4%), 
and “did not take reports of sexual assault seriously” (25.2%; Sadler, Mengeling, Booth, 
O’Shea, & Torner, 2017, p. 152). The findings from this study support the Sadler et al. 
(2017) results. Leadership behavior is a driving force behind the actions of its cultural 
members, on small- and institutional-scale levels. 
This study showed that all participants’ experiences with their chain of command 
were negative and were exacerbated by military culture. A female service member is 
socialized into a hegemonic hypermasculine military culture and then, in a short period of 
time, experiences MST. Their experiences with MST often involved their supervisor, 
who abused his position and rank. In sum, the higher ranking supervisor uses discrediting 
information such as underage drinking, medications, and a history of not getting along in 
the unit, thereby gaining the support of other members of the chain of command. This 
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supervisor then goes unpunished while the MST survivor is forced to suffer alone, 
without healing, and without justice. 
When one applies a third category of military policy, placing the chain of 
command as the primary point of contact for MST survivors to report their trauma, it 
creates a forced, biased, and dangerous position for all parties involved. Female MST 
survivors should not have to worry that if they are raped by their supervisor, their career 
will be over if they report. Victims deserve to have victim advocacy, a just process, 
safety, and healing, like every other U.S. citizen. 
Female veteran MST survivors face complex challenges in maneuvering culture 
and leadership when faced with sexual trauma in the military. This study found that 
leadership and culture played equally influential parts in the reporting process and effects 
on these survivors, rendering unclear which aspect exacerbates the other. Is it the culture 
that drives the actions of the leadership? Is it the leadership that structures the culture and 
enables such an environment? Or is it policy that drives leadership and culture? 
Research Questions 2 
Research Question 2 asked, How does military culture affect female veteran MST 
survivors? This study found that military culture affects female veteran MST survivors in 
a number of ways. Military culture, specifically for this study’s purpose referenced as 
hegemonic hypermasculine military culture, affected participants in this study by creating 
an environment that refused to acknowledge their MST, promulgated sexually demeaning 
and degrading actions and beliefs about women, normalized sexual harassment, and 
forced women to constantly maneuver male deprecation to protect their bodies from rape. 
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Participants reported a severe lack of confidentiality in their military units, 
leading to many concerns over the gossip that consistently abounded in their companies. 
The social stigmatization attached to reporters of MST ostracized them from their units, 
transferred MST survivors out of units instead of perpetrators, and often followed MST 
survivors to their new units. Participants also reported that military units have internal 
systems such that anyone can search on which base or post a service member is stationed 
to locate them, risking their safety and privacy. 
Participants reported a hegemonic hypermasculine military culture created an 
environment that reinforced male dominance and power over female service members, 
worsening outcomes for MST survivors. MST survivors reported feeling the effects of 
culture prior to MST, affecting their decision to report, and during their further service, 
referenced as post-MST fallout. MST survivors who were forced to hide their abuse and 
not seek mental health support were more likely to have chronic PTSD symptomology. 
Study findings aligned with a study by Brownstone et al. (2018), identifying 
themes of normalized and relentless sexual harassment, “silencing and 
disempowerment,” “coping by escape and avoidance,” and “loss of relational trust” 
(p. 399). These effects seem to stem from a combination of interpersonal betrayal of the 
perpetrator, interpersonal and institutional betrayal from the chain of command, and 
psychosocial abuse from a hypermasculine military culture. 
Sexual assault does happen; however, covering it up, punishing the victim, 
allowing the perpetrator to have no consequences, and normalizing the behavior does 
irreparable damage to MST survivors. The hegemonic hypermasculine military culture 
enables this behavior. Klingensmith et al. (2014) found that MST connected to higher 
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rates of major depressive disorder, PTSD, anxiety disorders, suicide attempts and 
ideations, decreased mental and cognitive functioning, and decreased overall quality of 
life. Participants in this study reported their struggles with suicide, anxiety, depression, 
mood, employment, anxiety, and many other factors that negatively affected their lives 
for years following their MST. 
Hypermasculine Military Culture 
A hegemonic hypermasculine military culture is at the forefront of the 
experiences of participants in this study. Many participants experienced MST in basic 
training, the first 2 months of their military experience. Socialization continued with 
sexual harassment, demeaning behavior toward femininity, being female, weakness, 
emotional expression, and reporting any offenses that occurred. Participants were 
socialized into a rape culture, experienced sexual trauma, and then were further injured 
by forced silence or betrayal when they sought help. 
A hegemonic hypermasculine military culture can is ruled by men who promote 
overt use of power, control, stereotypical gender roles, and heterosexual normativity for 
the continued advancement of their own power and dominance over women and feminine 
men. This cultural may have much to do with the military being comprised of nearly 85% 
men and historically only allowing women to serve in peace-time positions, such as 
administration. Feminist theory posits that women having unequal representation in an 
institution leads to lack of acceptance by their male counterparts, especially when women 
do not hold positions of power. 
Male service members are treating female service members as lesser human 
beings, undeserving of equal respect and, at the same time, seeking male approval 
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through this degradation. Participants described a culture where female service members 
constantly have few options, are forced to be constantly on alert, must try twice as hard as 
their male counterparts, and fit into a culture that finds them inconvenient and 
unnecessary. By having more women in the military, more women in leadership 
positions, and more men that unfearingly resist the hypermasculine norm, policy may be 
influenced to support the safety and prevention of women, protecting them from sexual 
harassment and assault. 
Some participants chose to look at their experience so that it did not take power 
away from them, reflecting that their lives are better now. For example, 
• Yeah, now granted I wouldn’t be where I was today if my life hadn’t gone the 
way it did as bad as it was, and I love exactly where I am. 
• Hey it’s all good. There’s been many therapists, or I’ve done a lot of therapy. I 
feel brand new, so after all of it like a better person. So, going through that 
stuff it’s helped me be who I am today. So yeah, I can’t take that away 
otherwise I wouldn’t be where I’m at. You know? 
Although these statements are positive reflections of life after trauma, they were 
not congruent with the path that led them there or their other responses surrounding their 
current mental health status. When recalling years of torment and a current state of 
anxiety and lack of relational trust that limits one’s life and its potential, it may be 
difficult to acknowledge that such a traumatic event is still affecting their lives on some 
spectrum. Traumatic events can leave one stronger, more resilient, and with more 
compassion; however, these statements conflicted with the rest of the transcript. This may 
be a reflection of ongoing trauma and delayed treatment, in contrast to experiencing one 
133 
 
traumatic event with support and subsequent treatment. Such a viewpoint could also be a 
reflection of pride, split thinking, or determination not to allow the perpetrator to 
disempower them by admitting they took something away. 
Ultimately, participants reported that from their experience, they had no choice 
when they experienced MST; if they reported they would be rejected by their leadership 
(maltreatment) or eventually their unit would socially isolate them (i.e., ostracism). If 
they did not report, they risked the abuse continuing. If a military service member reports 
sexual abuse to civilian police, their leadership will hear of it and will default to the 
criminal investigations division. This is especially true if the crime happens on a military 
post or base. Participants discussed how their anxiety and fear were extremely high as 
they were legally bound, whereas in a civilian job someone could go to the police or quit 
and not face criminal charges. 
Undervalued Victim Advocacy 
The undervalue of victim advocacy including a lack of victim compassion, 
confidentiality, safety planning, and emotional support, was made evident by participant 
responses. The overwhelming void of victim advocates present in military units and 
confidential information reportedly spread through gossip created a detrimental 
environment for all, not only survivors of sexual trauma. A rape culture, filled with 
victim blaming, no consequences for perpetrators, and retaliation for being a victim of a 
crime, breeds hypermasculinity and an increased lack of empathy for survivors; this is 
also the environment into which individuals are socialized prior to becoming survivors of 
MST, putting them in increased states of shame and further reinforcing that they should 
not report their abuse. 
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Yet, the military does have victim advocates who do conduct sexual-harassment 
and sexual-assault training, and they do court martial service members out of the military 
for sexual assault. Participants express that although these victim-advocate 
representatives may or may not have existed in the 1980–2000s, they are currently in 
military units, but they may not be made visible or accessible. The same can be said for 
sexual harassment and assault training. However, participants who have served in the past 
10 years, including Participant E, who is a current Army Reserve Sexual Harassment and 
Assault Representative, state that these positions and trainings are not taken seriously, are 
ridiculed, and are checking the box to satisfy requirements. As Participant E explained, 
the military is a community that protects itself from itself and will make sure to remind 
its service members that they must function inside its walls: 
Oh yeah, because you’re in a community. It’s its own little country essentially, In 
the same instance you can go to the civilians, but we’ve also been told if it 
happens when on post the civilians can’t really help you. If it happens on post, 
because then it’s jurisdiction for the military and then usually if it does happen off 
post, and the civilians do get involved even remotely a little bit, then the military 
will take over because it happened with military people, so let the military handle 
the military, which is an unfortunate thing because it never really happens. 
This mindset creates a deep-seeded belief in service members that they cannot seek help 
outside the military, even when their physical safety has been violated. 
Participant C recalled her memory of a victim advocate: “I know we had one, but 
I didn’t know who it is” and Participant F remembered, “Yeah, we had a staff sergeant 
that worked in the same unit as I did, but I don’t think anything would have happened.” 
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The image of a victim advocate is only half of the battle in supporting MST survivors and 
combating a rape culture. It takes much more effort than creating a policy letter and 
establishing an individual with an additional duty who has another job that is likely to 
take precedence over positively influencing the unit’s culture and safety. 
This culture exhibits a common disconnection between policy/what is supposed to 
happen and what really happens in the realities of daily life in an institution that has no 
independent auditing and policing. The lack of accountability in the military, especially 
in its leadership, due to unorthodox levels of power, makes the military extremely 
vulnerable to corruption and improper actions. With a culture that protects its own against 
outside intervention, service members have no way to ensure proper procedures are 
followed; those who seek to report wrongdoing, or whistleblowers, may receive equal 
retaliatory pressure as survivors of MST. 
As for court martial proceedings, Participant E and H, who served for more than 
20 years, explained it is common for military sexual offenders to be discharged 
administratively rather than going to court martial. This de facto policy allows service 
members to not register as sex offenders, not serve time, and be able to change their 
discharge status from Other Than Honorable to Honorable or General and receive full 
benefits. By not going through the military judicial system, these sex offenders are 
escaping the registration requirements outlined in the Jacob Wetterling Act of 1994, 
which requires sex offenders to register in their state of residence. The Military Sex 
Offender Reporting Act was added in 2015, requiring the DoD to submit information on 
sex offenders convicted through court martials to a national database. However, when 
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service members are separated for other reasons, they avoid this requirement, and walk 
undetected in civilian society. 
The concept of injustice is a complex psychological aspect for survivors of any 
crime, especially a sexual crime for which they are blamed, shamed, and discriminated 
against. To live and work in an environment where they are legally bound, sexually, 
physically violated, and preyed upon on a daily basis creates long-lasting psychosocial 
damage. A study on PTSD symptoms and sexual harassment found that “both self- and 
harasser blame are associated with greater PTSD symptoms, and perceived control 
variables completely mediated the relationship” whereas the perception that one has 
control over their own recovery strongly related to a positive recovery (Larsen & 
Fitzgerald, 2011, p. 2562). 
Participants expressed seeking control and feeling a loss of control, as they felt 
helpless and hopeless in the fallout from their MST. Participants A, C, H, and I 
referenced different moments when their behavior in life changed as they sought to gain 
control of various aspects. This is a common expression in trauma survivors, especially 
with chronic and complex trauma (multiple traumas). In a study of female veterans who 
were seeking help after sexual assaults, researchers found participants encountered 
secondary victimization (such as victim blaming) associated with increasing feelings of 
guilt, depression, anxiety, distrust, and unwillingness to get help in the future (Campbell 
& Raja, 2005). Secondary victimization ties closely to this study’s participant 
experiences with betrayal and rape culture. 
Military culture is promulgating an environment that does not support female 
service members, does not punish criminal activity, blames and shames survivors directly 
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and indirectly, and limits MST survivors’ ability to recover from their trauma. It is the 
military leader’s responsibility to provide a safe environment and promote a culture that 
does not promote sexual harassment and assault. However, this study showed that 
military leadership is central to why participants do not report and regret reporting. The 
military’s emphasis on military leadership and chain of command structure demonstrates 
it is authority and power that controls all aspects of the military. Ultimately, then, 
military leadership is responsible for their command climate and the allowances of 
sexually inappropriate behavior that result in increased sexual assault. 
Implications 
To change military policies and procedures, a thorough understanding and 
analysis of leadership involvement and current military culture is required. Due to the 
complexity and closed culture of the military, the internal perspective is necessary to 
fully understand how it functions. It is necessary to study the most recent service 
members to have the best understanding of current culture and leadership climate to build 
on the findings from this study and studies that support this area of study. Participants in 
this study went into the military with long-term career intentions, high aspirations, and 
energy. They left injured, violated, unsupported, and unheard. 
From a feminist-theory perspective, this study highlights the gender 
discrimination endured by female service members perpetrated by male service members 
and occasionally other female service members. Gender inequality, gender 
discrimination, gendered violence, and gender-based harassment are all characteristic of a 
hegemonic hypermasculine military culture that cannot be tolerated. Beyond academic 
research, Congress has a duty to pass policy and regulations for the military that support 
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protection of the women and men who are victims of these crimes, to protect the public 
from sexual offenders who go undetected and unpunished when discharged from the 
military, and creating a society that is reflective of U.S. morals and values. 
This study highlights the need to understand MST on multiple levels, including 
the reporting process, leadership involvement, cultural influence, and the impact on MST 
survivors. Exposing different angles of MST as a phenomenon can aid in supporting 
policy change in the military, treatment for MST survivors, and making the military a 
stronger and more cohesive force. The results of this study reach across many academic 
fields, including organization and leadership, psychology, social justice, sociology, 
military studies, law, ethics, gender studies, and public policy. 
Recommendations 
Although researchers have studied MST quantitatively and qualitatively, this 
study is the first to use phenomenological inquiry to understand the experiences of female 
veteran MST survivors with their military leadership and military culture. The study 
yielded several findings, resulting in a more thorough understanding of the MST-survivor 
experience. Several recommendations are offered for practice and future research. 
Recommendations for Practice 
The military relies heavily on its chain of command and hierarchy to carry out its 
mission. This level of control and power is extremely high because a direct order by a 
superior can put a subordinate in a life-or-death situation. That is the nature of the 
military, while at war. Yet, the nature of war and being on the battlefield is changing. 
Although it remains important for the military to have a hierarchy, the culture involves 
living and working in the community, placing conflicts of interest at increased risk. This 
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culture creates an unhealthy balance and high potential for corruption of power and 
abuse. 
This study has shown that the military chain of command should be removed 
from the MST reporting process, as it amplifies damage by creating an environment that 
promulgates sexual deviancy, not holding perpetrators accountable, often being the 
perpetrator that commits the MST, and further exacerbates devastating outcomes for 
MST survivors through ostracism, maltreatment, and retaliation. The military chain of 
command has always held the authority and power; yet, MST remains as much of a 
problem in the military today as it did decades ago, when interventions began to be put 
into place. 
Based on the results of this study, it is recommended that Congress or a nonprofit, 
independent organization addresses whether removing the military from the MST 
reporting process would take away from chain of command’s authority. This researcher 
recommends that a military unit is used as an experimental group in which MST 
survivors report to an independent nonmilitary agency, along with a control group. 
Members of the unit can be interviewed periodically to fully evaluate the process. 
Arguments in Congress are that removing the commander from the process would take 
away from their authority; yet, no evidence supports these claims. 
Also, programs that have been implemented to support the prevention of sexual 
harassment and assault in the military should be evaluated, with measures that show what 
progress has been made on a cultural level. The annual report provides certain levels of 
detail about programs in each branch of the military, but does not provide measures and 
outcomes that provide results sufficient to recommend change and redirection, if needed. 
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The military, and each of its branches, have a history of inconsistency with terminology, 
definitions, and measurements with data collection, making it quite difficult to gauge any 
improvements. These monitoring and evaluation procedures are critical to making 
corrections in the necessary direction regularly, so years are not wasted. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
An area of future research is qualitative inquiry on male service members or 
male-veteran MST survivors and their experiences. The focus of this study was on female 
veteran MST survivors and did not include men due to the vastly different factors 
affecting them and their reporting struggles. This area is understudied and needs to be 
explored to better understand how men are experiencing MST, with their leadership and 
in military culture, and how this may affect the military force. Such a study would shed 
light on the influence of gender in the hypermasculine culture, and how different 
subgroups of survivors are affected for potentially different reasons. 
Another research area that should be explored regarding the complexity of MST is 
the LGBTQIA+ community. It is especially important to further examine how deviation 
from traditional gender and sexual orientation plays a role in negative experiences 
surrounding MST in a post-Don’t Ask Don’t Tell society. A focus on hypermasculinity 
and heteronormative ideals would be increasingly relevant as U.S. society has seen a 
backwards shift in the Trump Administration’s attack on transgender service members’ 
ability to serve their country. 
Last, a future study on institutional betrayal and military policy regarding 
leadership involvement in the MST reporting process would help gain focus on the 
known affects on survivors to discern if policy directly contributes to this phenomenon. 
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Further support may be needed to link the systemic institutional harm of the military 
beyond that of its individual leaders. 
Concluding Thoughts 
This dissertation aimed to explore the experiences of female veteran MST 
survivors with their chain of command and discern how military culture affected their 
lives. The results were heartbreaking, upsetting, and as someone who experienced MST 
personally, not surprising. The ability for these women to come forward and speak about 
their experiences with such strength, grace, and honesty contributed to a body of research 
that will change the future for women in the military. The study’s secondary aim was also 
accomplished: it was a moment of empowerment, connection, and a platform for healing, 
allowing MST survivors to finally be heard. 
This study contributes to a limited qualitative area of research and adds research 
from a new perspective of an MST survivor that has yet to be published in literature. The 
growing body of literature that adds to understanding how betrayal plays a part in MST, 
how complex and difficult it is for MST survivors to report, and how prevalent sexually 
harassing behavior is in the military are all crucial to supporting and advocating for 
change. Although change is difficult, complex, and takes time to effectuate, it must come 
from individuals, military subculture, the military as an institution, and U.S. society. As 
Participant B stated, “It’s never going to be easy, but if we don’t teach women that it’s 
okay to stand up and speak out for yourself, it’s not going to change.” 
These women’s desire to join the military came from patriotism, hope for a new 
life, strength in independence, belief in themselves, and advocacy to fulfill their dreams 
that began when they were children. They did nothing to deserve the atrocities that were 
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inflicted upon them and the negative support they received during the fallout. Although 
emotionally, physically, and spiritually injured, they continued their service to the 
country and were discharged honorably. Each participant survived a sexual assault, which 
is hard enough on its own. Yet, many of these women also deployed to war zones; some 
retired with careers spanning more than 20 years in the military; had children, successful 
jobs, marriages; and went to school to get master’s degrees. They chose to be survivors. 
I set out on this dissertation journey to explore the experiences of other MST 
survivors in hopes that my experience may have been rare and unshared. The disturbing 
truth is that each participant shared nearly the same experience I had in the military. The 
lack of support, shame, and forced silence was the loneliest and most devastating time of 
my life; yet, it was through this embodied compassion and empathy that the participants 
and I connected. Military culture, an extreme hypermasculine subset of our overall 
society, lacks empathy and justice; human beings need justice and empathy to survive 
and thrive. 
As a part of this study, I offered an anonymous gift card drawing and notified the 
participants as a reminder at the end of each interview. Every single participant 
responded with a quick, concerned response letting me know that they did not care about 
the gift card. They all told me that they wanted to do this study to help survivors in the 
future and to change the process so no one would have to go through what they went 
through. Many of them also told me that when they found out the person doing the study 
was also a female veteran MST survivor, it inspired them to reach out, to support other 
survivors, and gave them courage to talk about their experience. In return and forever 
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Re: Perceptions of female veteran military sexual trauma (MST) survivors 
 
Dear Prospective Participant, 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to introduce myself and thank you for your interest 
in participating in this research study. My name is Lindsey Fairweather and I am a 
doctoral student at the University of San Francisco. I am currently in my final year of 
graduate school, focusing my dissertation research on the perspectives of female veteran 
MST survivors and their experience with military leadership and culture. I, myself, am an 
Army veteran and female MST survivor and have focused my research on this topic to 
shed light on a phenomenon that is much debated and misunderstood in the civilian 
sector. 
 
Most incidents of MST go unreported and surveys have shown that female veteran MST 
survivors often do not report due a number of reasons, including fear and shame that may 
be reinforced by their chain of command. My study seeks to understand the why and 
how, providing more of a narrative that can support interventions for actual change. 
 
If you consent to be a part of this study, your participation would include the following: 
- Reading and signing a participant consent form; 
- Be interviewed, via an online audio-visual platform (i.e., Skype, WhatsApp) or 
telephone, for about 60-90 minutes on your experience surrounding your MST, 
including leadership reactions and military culture, but not the trauma itself; and 
- Be available for any clarification that may be needed after your interview. 
Anonymity is ensured in this study. I am the sole researcher and will be using a 
confidential transcription service to transcribe the interview. I would need to conduct the 
interview between June 2019 and August 2019 due to the research deadline in the Fall, 
2019. 
In an effort to maximize the number of participants in the study, I do ask that you forward 
this letter and the attached flyer to any persons you know that may fit this study. The 
eligibility requirements include being a female, experienced MST, and have served in the 
military for at least 90 days. The contact email has been established solely for this study, 
and any prospective participants can respond to the flyer or ask any questions at 
MSTstudy2019@gmail.com. Please feel free to contact me at this e-mail address at any 
time with any questions or concerns you may have. 







PARTICIPANT INFORMED-CONSENT FORM 
 
CONSENT FORM 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
Below is a description of the research procedures and an explanation of your rights as a 
research participant. You should read this information carefully. If you agree to 
participate, you will sign in the space provided to indicate that you have read and 
understand the information on this consent form. You are entitled to and will receive a 
copy of this form. 
You have been asked to participate in a research study conducted by Lindsey 
Fairweather, a graduate student in the Department of Leadership Studies at the University 
of San Francisco. This faculty supervisor for this study is Dr. Patricia Mitchell, a 
Professor Emeritus from the Department of Department of Leadership Studies at the 
University of San Francisco. 
 
WHAT THE STUDY IS ABOUT:  
The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of female veteran military sexual 
trauma (MST) survivors with their experience regarding leadership and military culture. 
In this study, the researcher will analyze literature and interview participants using a 
feminist theory lens. Approximately 10 individuals will participate in interviews for this 
study. Understanding experiences through narratives, such as interviews, can provide 
avenues for change and insight into statistics from surveys and questionnaires. If you 
agree, you will be asked to participate in a one-on-one interview where you will be asked 
a series of questions by Lindsey Fairweather. Lindsey will ask you questions about your 
military experiences surrounding your military sexual trauma but will not ask you details 
of any specific sexual trauma incident. 
 
WHAT WE WILL ASK YOU TO DO:  
During this study, Lindsey will call you at the prearranged contact information that you 
provide via the email contact, MSTstudy2019@gmail.com. Lindsey will read this consent 
form with you and will answer any questions regarding this form or the process, that you 
may have at that time. Because this interview is over the phone, this consent form will 
have previously been read by you and sent back to Lindsey with your signature through 
coordinated instructions. It is important that Lindsey read this statement to you, in case 
you may have missed something, or have new questions. After all questions and concerns 
are addressed, Lindsey will continue forward with asking you a series of demographic 
questions. These questions are a mixture of open-ended and multiple choice about your 
background. These questions should take no more than five minutes to go through. After 
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the demographics section, we will take a minute to address any questions, or further 
needs you may have before moving forward. When you are ready, we will begin with the 
interview questions. There are 10 interview questions, however, there may be additional 
questions that are asked as follow-up questions depending on your answers. While it is 
asked you do your best to answer all questions, any questions you do not feel comfortable 
with may be skipped over by you simply responding with “pass”. 
 
DURATION AND LOCATION OF THE STUDY:  
Your participation in this study will involve one interview. This will take approximately 
60-90 minutes of your time. If there are clarifying questions, Lindsey may reach out to 
you at a later date, but you are by no means obligated if you do not feel comfortable. This 
interview will take place through the telephone or through a visual communications 
platform, such as Google hangouts, WhatsApp, or Skype, and will be recorded. The 
interview will be recorded in order to transcribe and analyze the data in order to further 
understand this phenomenon. 
 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS:  
The research procedures described above may involve the following risks and/or 
discomforts: Risks that you may experience from participating are considered minimal. 
This interview will ask questions regarding an experience that was difficult and may still 
be difficult for you to talk about. There may be some psychological or physical reactions, 
such as anxiety, or a raised heartbeat, that comes up for you. It is important that you 
understand and remember you are in control of this interview and can discontinue and 
withdraw your consent at any time you wish. 
 
BENEFITS:  
A possible benefit to participating in this study includes empowering yourself through 
telling your experience, your story, your lived understanding of a difficult time in your 
life. Another benefit is being a part of a study that may result in less service members 
going through the experience you are disclosing. A third benefit may include this being a 
therapeutic experience by expressing something that may have avoided talking about, or 
you haven’t had someone you could tell. 
 
PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY:  
Any data you provide in this study will be kept confidential. In any report we publish, we 
will not include information that will make it possible to identify you or any individual 
participant. You are not required to provide your real name or the real names of any other 
individual you mention. Specifically, we will change your name, any specific names you 
provide, and any specific information regarding anyone that could be traced back to 
them. The recording of this entire interview will be kept in a locked file, on a locked 
computer, and will not be disseminated in any way that could identify you. Lindsey is 
working on her dissertation alone and will not share any personal information with her 
any other individuals. The consent form will be kept in a locked drawer and will be 
destroyed after three years as is required by the Institutional Review Board at the 




COMPENSATION/PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION: 
For your participation in this interview, you will be placed in a drawing to win a $50 gift 
card to Amazon. If you finish over 30 minutes of the interview, you will still be placed in 
the drawing but if you win, the gift card to Amazon will be $25. If you choose to 
withdraw before completing the study entirely, you will not be entered into the drawing. 
If you find this study has caused any psychological detriment to you, it is important it is 
known that there will be no compensation for any mental health services, or medical 
attention you may need. Below is contact information for the VA that can direct you to 
mental health services, which are provided to all veterans who experienced MST free of 
charge. You will also find a number to reach the VA Veterans Crisis line in case you 
need immediate assistance. If there is more urgent need, please contact 911. 
 
VA MST Services: 800-827-1000 
VA Veterans Crisis Line: 800-273-8255, press 1 
 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY: 
Your participation is voluntary, and you may refuse to participate without penalty. As 
previously mentioned, you may skip any questions that make you uncomfortable and may 
discontinue your participation at any time. Please refer to the previous section regarding 
the Amazon gift card and amounts. 
 
OFFER TO ANSWER QUESTIONS:  
Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you should contact 
the principal investigator: Lindsey Fairweather, MSTstudy2019@gmail.com. If you have 
questions or concerns about your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the 
University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board at IRBPHS@usfca.edu. 
I HAVE READ THE ABOVE INFORMATION. ANY QUESTIONS I HAVE ASKED 
HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS RESEARCH 
PROJECT AND I WILL RECEIVE A COPY OF THIS CONSENT FORM. 
 
   





Interviewer: Lindsey Fairweather 
Participant: ________________ 
Date: _____________________ 
Mode of communication: ____________________ 
 
Introduction to Interview: 
 
I would like to start this interview by saying thank you for agreeing to participate in this 
study. I am extremely appreciative for your flexibility as well. As you know, I am 
researching military sexual trauma, more specifically, the perceptions of female veteran 
MST survivors regarding their experiences with their leadership and military culture. 
There are a lot of studies that the VA has done, or the military reports on every year, but 
those focus on the macro-level information, such as statistics of how many and 
sometimes they give you a bit of information, but what this study is trying to do is get 
some perspective on the experience surrounding MST. 
 
I think it is important that you know I, myself, am a female veteran MST survivor, and 
was in the military, on active duty for four years. I have my own experience and 
perceptions, but I am looking at how others experienced this phenomenon. It is not the 
intention to tell you that I’ve gone through this experience to change any of your 
narrative; it is actually to first, disclose this to you for transparency, and secondly, it is so 
that you know I am coming from a compassionate place and at times, may ask you 
questions that you may wonder how or why I’m asking them, but it is to clarify and may 
be in reference to my own lived experience. We as human beings make connections 
naturally, but I want to make sure that I am hearing your own story, your own experience, 
and am doing that in the most neutral way possible. 
 
Feel free to ask for any clarification throughout this time we have and know that you are 
in good company. You have control in this interview, and I am here to gather your 
perspective as accurately as possible. While I will tell you that if you need a break, please 
let me know, I also know that sometimes it’s hard to ask for breaks and may ask every 
now and then, just as a check-in. 
 
Again, thank you so very much for being here and taking this time to speak with me 
today. We’re going to get started in a minute. We will first read through the consent form 
that you’ve already signed, then get into demographic questions, and finally into the 
actual interview questions. Do you have any questions and/or need a break before we 
start? 
 
Ok, let’s get started. 




Ok, let’s take a deep breath. I just want to thank you, again, for participating in this study. 
I know it was difficult to talk about these topics and commend you for your willingness 
and openness to such emotional topics. I will be in touch over the next few weeks if I 
need any further clarification, as I want to make sure I have everything as accurate as 
possible. As a reminder, you will be entered into a drawing with other participants. The 
drawing will be done after I interview my last participant, which will probably be no later 
than the end of September. Also, if you could please forward the information for this 
study to anyone you know that fits the eligibility, that would be greatly appreciated. Do 





VALIDATION-PANEL INVITATION LETTER 
February 10, 2019 
Validation Panel Member 





I am writing you as confirmation that you have agreed to serve on my dissertation 
Validation Panel for my research on female veteran Military Sexual Trauma (MST) 
survivors and their experiences with the military after the incident. This qualitative 
research is vital to the larger civilian populations’ understanding of the experiences had 
by military servicemembers after sexual trauma. The experiences after the MST can have 
severe traumatic consequences for these survivors, as the reporting process in the military 
is antiquated and hegemonic. 
 
My intention is to sit down with 10-12 individuals who self-identify as female veteran 
MST survivors, regardless if they reported or not. As a veteran military officer and 
female veteran MST survivor, it is significant to tell the experiences of fellow veterans, 
connecting the statistical data with their narratives and thus, achieving a more thorough 
platform for change. 
 
Attached are the interview questions that I plan to ask the participants that will assess 
their experiences with military leadership and military culture as female veteran MST 
survivors. Additionally, I have included an Interview Validation Rubric that you can use 
in your evaluation of the questions I have designed. I have also attached the purpose of 
my study and my research questions for you to have a better understanding of my 
qualitative study. 
 
I would greatly appreciate if you could return the Interview Validation Rubric to me by 
email (LFairweather@usfca.edu) no later than February 25, 2019. If you need additional 
time, please contact me so we can coordinate something that works better for you! 
 
Thank you in advance for your help in validating the questions for my research study. I 
truly value your expertise and experience with social justice, leadership, and feminism, 





1. Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
2. Evaluation Rubric 




PURPOSE OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this feminist phenomenological study was to explore the 
experiences of female veteran military sexual trauma (MST) survivors with their 
leadership and military culture. Throughout this study, I analyzed literature and interview 
participants using a feminist theory lens to understand the experiences in an anti-feminist 
institution. Few studies have focused qualitatively on female veteran MST survivors and 
far less have focused on this population regarding leadership and military culture. 
Understanding these experiences through narratives can provide avenues for change and 
insight into a highly saturated quantitative area of study that has failed to provide real 
avenues of change within the institution. 
This study utilized IPA, a method designed for articulating data of the lived 
experience that is “difficult to articulate” and “complex, ambiguous, and emotionally 
laden” (Smith & Osborne, 2008, p. 41). Through my own experience as an Army officer, 
combat veteran, and female veteran MST survivor, I interviewed the participants with 
“strong empathetic engagement” and sought to enquire where others may not have the 
knowledge or emotional understanding (Smith & Osborne, 2008, p. 42). 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This study sought to answer the following two research questions regarding 
female veteran MST survivors: 









*Research Question: What are the experiences of female veteran Military Sexual Trauma 
(MST) survivors with their leadership? 
• When you were in the military, you experienced military sexual trauma. 
Can you please tell me about your experience? 
 
• Can you please tell me (more) about your experience with reporting your 
MST, from your initial report through the outcome? 
 
• If you reported your MST, can you please discuss how your chain of 
command responded to your report? 
 
• How have your chain of command’s actions affected your life since your 
MST? 
 
• How do you think your experience would have changed if your chain of 
command was not involved in the reporting process? 
 
*Research Question: How does military culture affect female veteran MST survivors? 
• How did the culture in the military affect you, before and after your MST? 
 
• How did being a woman, or being feminine, in the military affect you? 
 
• If you could change aspects of military culture regarding your MST 
experience, what would you change? 
• Other than the MST itself, what was the most painful part(s) of the 











1.) What is your current age? 
a.) 18-24 years 
b.) 25-34 years 
c.) 35-44 years 
d.) 45-54 years 
e.) age 55 or older 
2.) What state did you live in prior to your enlistment in the military? 
3.) In what state do you currently reside? 
4.) What was your highest academic level achieved while in the military? 
a.) Completed some high school 
b.) High school graduate 
c.) Completed some college 
d.) Associate degree 
e.) Bachelor’s degree 
f.) Completed some postgraduate 
g.) Master’s degree 
h.) Technical degree 
i.) Doctoral degree or law degree 
5.) What is your highest academic level achieved as of today? 
a.) Completed some high school 
b.) High school graduate 
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c.) Completed some college 
d.) Associate degree 
e.) Bachelor’s degree 
f.) Completed some postgraduate 
g.) Master’s degree 
h.) Technical degree 
i.) Doctoral degree or law degree 
6.) What race do you identify with? 
a.) Black or African American 
b.) Native American 
c.) Asian 
d.) White 
e.) Hawaiian Native or Pacific Islander 
f.) Some other 
g.) More than one race 
7.) What is your current marital status? 










c.) non-binary/third gender 
d.) Prefer to self-describe ___________ 
e.) Prefer not to say 
9.) What gender did you identify with while in the military? 
a.) female 
b.) male 
c.) non-binary/third gender 
d.) Prefer to self-describe ___________ 
e.) Prefer not to say 
10.) What is your sexual orientation? 
a.) Straight/heterosexual 
b.) Gay or Lesbian 
c.) Bisexual 
d.) Prefer to self-describe ____________ 
e.) Prefer not to say 
11.) What is your current household income? 
a.) Less than $25,000 
b.) $25,000 to $34,999 
c.) $35,000 to $49,999 
d.) $50,000 to $74,999 
e.) $75,000 to $99,999 
f.) $100,000 to $149,999 
167 
 
g.) $150,000 or more 
12.) What years did you serve in the military? 
13.) What branch of the military did you serve? 
a.) Army 
b.) Navy 
c.) Marine Corps 
d.) Air Force 
e.) Coast Guard 
14.) What was your duty status? 
a.) Active duty 
b.) Reserves 
c.) National Guard 
e.) Dishonorable 
